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A Piece of Sky is a 1980 film directed by famed Armenian comedy 
director, Henrik Malyan. It follows Torik, played by Ashot Adamyan, 
a shy orphaned boy adopted by his aunt, played by Sofiko 
Chiaureli, and uncle, played by Frunzik Mkrtchyan.  Torik grows 
up as a kind of Ivan the Fool character. Everyone assumes he is 
simple, he struggles to fit into village life, or learn his uncle’s craft 
or even find a suitable girl to marry. After his uncle dies, Torik’s 
aunt takes up the challenge of matchmaking to find Torik a wife. 
Her attempts are unsuccessful. The village families want nothing 
to do with the son of a donkey saddle maker. Finally, Torik falls in 
love with a young woman working at a brothel, Anjel. The feeling 
is mutual and the young couple get married. They face huge 
disapproval from the traditional community.  Torik has to stand up 
to the bigotry to fight for his happiness. It is one of Henrik Malyan’s 
classic tragic comedies with a deep affection for Armenian history. 

The film is based on Vahan Totovents’s autobiographical novel ‘Life 
on the Old Roman Road’ and his short stories including ‘Scenes 
from an Armenian childhood’ and ‘Light Blue Flowers’. Vahan 
Totovents was an Armenian writer, poet and activist. Born in 
1893 in the town of Mezre, he lived around Armenia and Turkey, 
and then moved to the United States to study at the University of 
Wisconsin. He deeply sympathized with Soviet rule and returned 
to Soviet Armenia in 1922. His work delved deep into the conflict 
wrought by the waning power of the Ottoman Empire in the early 
20th century, the collapse of the monarchy, traditional values and 
the old ethics of the time. His writings are at the heart of Soviet 
and post-Soviet Armenian culture and literature, balancing on the 
cusp of comedy and tragedy, much like Henrik Malyan’s work. 
Totovents wrote with nostalgia for his childhood days and with 
deep sadness for the lost history of his people.

Henrik Malyan was one of Armenfilm’s leading directors. He is 
best known for ‘Nahapet’ (1977), a film based on a novel written 
by Hrachya Qochar about a man who tries to rebuild his life after 
losing his wife and child in the Armenian genocide. The film was 
screened in the Un Certain Regard section of the 1978 Cannes 

Film Festival and is widely cited as an exemplary portrayal of 
genocide in film history. However, Malyan is also renowned for his 
specific style of light-hearted yet tragic comedies like We and Our 
Mountains (1970) and A Piece of Sky (1980). 

A Piece of Sky was always destined for success. Boasting an 
incredible cast of leading Armenian actors Sofiko Chiaureli and 
Frunzik Mkhrtchyan, it is simple and heart warming story. It was 
so successful that the leading actor Ashot Adamyan was typecast 
for many years after as only able to play romantic characters in 
Armenian films. What is interesting of course is that A Piece of 
Sky follows a common plot of Soviet films from the Caucasus 
and Central Asian Republics: a ‘modern’ individual fighting for 
their right to be happy against ‘archaic’ traditions. However, what 
makes A Piece of Sky so unique and so enjoyable is the tender 
coming of age story at the story’s heart of how a boy learns his 
culture and then decides to go against that tradition for love. 

In the 1930s Totovents was accused of producing works ‘lacking 
in proletariat culture’ and exiled to Siberia. In 1938, he was then 
accused of treason and killed as part of Stalin’s Purges. ‘Scenes 
from an Armenian childhood’ was first published in 1930 and it 
is filled with alarming premonitions of impending tragedy. Being 
turned into a film in 1980 by Henrik Malyan, A Piece of Sky does 
seem like a premonition of sorts. However, not of a tragedy but of 
impending change; the realisation that some traditions are best left 
behind and the familiar ways of life need to be challenged. 

The Russian title of the film is ‘Пощечина’ or Slap in the Face. 
It refers both to the physical slap Torik receives from his uncle 
and the way he later slaps his friend for judging his new wife. 
Yet the slap is also metaphorical: Torik’s life choices seem to his 
fellow villages like a slap in the face. One wonders if the hopeful 
Armenian title A Piece of Sky being translated into the Russian 
Slap in the Face is indicative of a deeper lack of understanding 
of the societal changes and the geopolitical processes soon to 
happen.

A Piece of Sky
HENRIK MALYAN

1980
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Otar Iosseliani has been called ‘the missing link in the English-
speaking world’s grasp of international cinema.’  The Georgian 
auteur has remained a firm fixture on the festival film circuit for 
decades, and is known as a master of ‘composite film’ in France, 
where he has been settled now since the early 80s. By ‘composite’, 
it is meant that his works are by and large plotless, instead tracing 
the movements of single characters or groups of characters as they 
navigate their way through society. The relationships between 
protagonists tend to be ambiguous, and they are formed in 
unremarkable, everyday contexts, often inadvertently. That is not 
to say his films are without their dramatic sequences, but that they 
occur randomly, only momentarily disrupting the everyday flow of 
life. They are not so much plot developments as comic, deadpan 
meting out of fate. 

Even without subtitles, one can intuitively understand most of what 
is going on in any Iosseliani film. This is largely due to the sparse 
dialogue and the musical structure of his narratives, which seem 
to reflect the universalist project of silent cinema. However, citing 
the influence of Jacques Tatis, Iosseliani’s work moves beyond and 
reinvents the silent tradition; his long takes and patient, hanging 
silences seem to pine for a lost harmony in the midst of a stifling 
globalised, postmodern world. It is no coincidence he seeks respite 
in the elemental, musical flows of nature and everyday human 
association, having first received a diploma in piano, composition 
and conducting before going on to study film. His universe is one 
in which the ineffable beauty of the physical world is the only thing 
that remains unchanged, granting form and melody to human 
existence. Everything else is mere distraction. 

Iosseliani’s earliest short, April (1961), gropes at what will 
later become a more subtle, accomplished elaboration on this 
philosophy. The plot is audaciously simple and its symbolism far 
from ambiguous. It follows a young couple’s search for the perfect 

place to share a kiss. They soon find themselves a small, sparse 
flat in a lively tenement, whose kitchen taps, lights and cooker flare 
up in appreciation of their love. Trouble soon arrives, however, in 
the form of a mystery man (presumably from the council) bearing 
unnecessary furniture and ornaments. As the lovers’ home 
becomes more cluttered, they seem to drift further and further from 
each other, squabbling over minor inconveniences. It is only when 
they finally decide to throw all their accumulated furniture out the 
window that their love is rekindled, and harmony is at last restored.

Whatever subtlety April may lack in imagery and symbolism, it 
more than makes up for it in ambitious style, described by critic 
Julia Zelman as ‘a kind of cine-ballet with a neat formal logic.’ The 
camera’s movement, more markedly so than his later films, betrays 
the inner life of the protagonists beautifully: unburdened by the 
clattering noise of urban life, their lilting bodies are traced seamlessly 
as they unfurl in concert with their surroundings; once they become 
caged, the camera snatches at their every movement frustratedly, 
as if aching for a past idyll. Bereft of dialogue and soundtracked 
almost entirely by absurd domestic clamour, this surrealist drama 
goes beyond mere satire at times and reaches towards tragic farce 
(think Eugene Ionesco’s The Chairs). 

The film was initially banned by Soviet censors, deemed ‘anti-
progressive’ for its anti-materialist stance against household goods. 
The film is, indeed, decisively anti-materialist, and leaves little room 
for other interpretations, even if its message may waver on contact 
with its absurdist style. It explores the ways in which we forget 
about ourselves and each other, how we construct fictitious ideals, 
obsessing over unnecessary material things in the hope that they 
will make us happier. In the end, it is the pirouetting ballerinas and 
musicians, unencumbered in their spacious rooms across the street, 
who are the true image of happiness, freedom and beauty.

April
OTAR IOSSELIANI

1961
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Andrei Konchalovsky’s second film is a remarkable exploration of 
the tribulations of love. Set in a small village in Nizhny Novgorod 
Region, Konchalovskiy’s creative partnership with screenwriter Yuri 
Klepikov merges realism and fiction in this gorgeous testament to 
the tragic beauty of real love stories. Asya’s Happiness begins with 
the bucolic image of a child sleeping in the straw. An intertitle tells 
us that only three of the actors in this film are professional and the 
rest are genuine villagers from the region.  Diegetic sounds fill the 
film; the sound of birdsong and the distant noises of machinery 
almost constantly accompany the film’s conversations. The effect 
is visceral for the viewer, and beyond this it greatly enhances the 
evocative nature of Konchalovsky’s direction. Equally, the constant 
background sound provides the inescapable call of duty and reality, 
which responds wonderfully to the intimate emotional journey the 
characters enter into front of the camera. 

Asya’s Happiness has undergone many title changes, it was 
originally entitled ‘The Story of Asya Klachina, Who Loved a Man 
But Did Not Marry him Because She Was Proud’. After being 
shelved for 20 years, in an instance of excessive censor paranoia, 
it was eventually re-released under a shorter title. The decision 
to shelve Konchalovsky’s film is fascinating, in part because of its 
lack of provocative content, and in part because of its adherence 
to a typical and quintessentially Soviet mode of realism. There 
are so many scenes that celebrate village life and pay homage 
to the wonderfully and culturally specific tradition of filmmaking 
in the region. Not only does the subject centre around a regular 
person, as was a staple value of communist cinema, it displays 
the beauty of village life and labour with a quiet dignity. The 
images of machinery and work owe a great deal to the canon of 
Soviet cinema, especially Aleksandr Dovzhenko. One scene which 
features a midrange tracking shot of a tractor ploughing, almost 
seems as though it are directly from the poetic imagination of 
Dovzhenko, who incorporated many similar sequences into Zemlya 
(Earth, 1930). In paying homage to the early Soviet masters, 
Konchalovsky imparts a poetic quality to work on the land, which 
is emboldened by the use of amateur actors, whose traditions and 
personalities burst with life. In one wonderful scene we watch the 
villagers eat together one evening, accompanied by a soundtrack 
of traditional music. Teenagers flirt and older women give wishes 

of health in this honest depiction of community intimacy. After 
eating, the villagers begin to sing together, their voices taking 
over the previous secondary soundtrack. The camera tracks down 
the table, taking a moment to rest on the faces of individuals 
as the song flitters between various choral arrangements. The 
camerawork has a musicality in itself, and returns an individuality 
to each ‘voice’ in the community, whilst displaying them as 
a synchronous whole. Greg Dolgopov for Senses of Cinema 
aptly recognises the power of Konchalovsky’s direction in this 
compassionate endeavour, ‘Strangely for a Moscow aesthete such 
as Konchalovskiy, the film does not observe these figures as weird 
specimens of a perverted humanity. In contrast to his later films, 
their stories and faces are not moulded into leaden metaphors of 
the soul of Russia. This is a genuine Russian love story, one that 
would haunt Konchalovskiy throughout his career.’

Asya, the titular character, is played by Iya Savvina. One of the 
three professional actors in the cast, Savvina’s talents allow her 
to merge wonderfully with the villagers and provides the central 
struggle of the storyline. Asya is pregnant with Stepan, the 
village driver’s, child. It is a hopeless kind of love; Asya knows 
this but simply cannot help herself in a vivid representation of 
the old adage, ‘love makes fools of us all’. When Asya speaks to 
Stepan of their baby, he simply tells her to be quiet. In a story of 
second bests, whilst Asya is loving Stepan, Chirkunov a widower, 
is unrequitedly loving her. This fictional triangle holds together 
Konchalovsky’s meditation on love, and this is interspersed with 
real stories from the villagers. 

The war and the troubles of the last few decades hang over the 
village and the film. The trauma is apparent in the injuries of the 
men and the matriarchal nature of their community which displays 
the gaping hole of lost lives. One man talks about his competition 
for a girl with his best friend. Sat against a tractor smoking, his 
face is transformed with happiness when he describes his lost 
love. Another man explains how he spent nearly a decade in jail 
for nothing and when he finally was able to meet his wife after the 
long years apart, they discovered they had nothing to say to each 
other.

Asya’s Happiness
ANDREI KONCHALOVSKY

1966



“I am not talented.I simply translate talented writers”. These are the 
words of Andrei Buzykin, a hapless man engaged in one of screen 
history’s least sexy affairs. Andrei is a translator and literature 
professor. He lives in one of the world’s most romanticised cities, 
and yet his life is a desperate and often futile shuffle through the 
streets as he attempts to go between his wife and his mistress 
before the famous bridges of St Petersburg, or Leningrad as it was 
called, are raised every night.

Georgi Daneliya’s film is, very accurately, described as a sad comedy. 
There is a sense of melancholy and nostalgia that pervades: from the 
gorgeous blues and yellows of Leningrad on film to the juxtaposition 
of the city’s regal grandeur with Andrei’s personal entrapment. In 
fact, the city seems to conspire against him with its bridges and 
strict bureaucracy. 

Despite all of the stunning architecture around Andrei, the film is 
often shot in and mid range, or a close up. We get flashes of the 
beauty that surrounds, but aptly we only get it from a limited and 
short range perspective. This mirrors Andrei’s life perfectly, he is 
a man with no foresight and no scope. He merely jumps from one 
uncomfortable situation into the next. His wife is understandably 
terse and offended by his badly concealed affair. She treats him with 
utmost disdain, not that anyone could judge her for this. When he 
wakes her to let her know she’s going running she snappily replies, 
‘Great, I could have slept another hour.’ His mistress, Alla, offers 
neither romance or passion. A viewer doesn’t get the impression 
that they are truly in love. She spends her time making demands of 
him that he openly has no desire to meet- that is leaving his wife and 
marrying her. Whenever they do spend time together, it is largely 
domestic. He looks after her when she’s ill and helps her around her 
apartment. What she really wants is a husband, and what he really 
wants is something fresh and new, a chance at happiness again. 
What he has achieved is a situation that looks a lot like his marriage, 
but for some reason he is intent on keeping both farcical situations 
afloat. Even when he leaves his place of work, with a desk piling up 
with professional obligations and family commitments to attend to; 
he finds Alla in the street, ready to argue with him.

However, here in lies the genius of Autumn Marathon. As a viewer 
it’s nearly impossible to hate Andrei, and not just because he’s 
one of those people that are likeable no matter what they do. His 
affliction is simply too human. This is not to say that there are not 
moments that induce raucous belly laughter; the aary characters 
in Autumn Marathon are strokes of comic genius. Bill, the Danish 
professor, is an absolute joy to behold. Anyone who has learnt a 
language as an adult can delight in this presentation of the ludicrous 
naivety and childlike wonder experiencing a new culture induces. 
Bill is a comical insertion at the dinner table, misunderstanding the 
passive aggressive comments that fly between husband and wife 
and constantly asking for translations of new words. Sensible Bill 
experiences the bad influence of Andrei’s neighbour Kharitonov, 
played by the scene stealing Evgeny Leonov, and is peer pressured 
into drinking an excessive amount. When Andrei is required to 
collect Bill from a police holding cell for being drunk, one of the first 
things he says is, ‘Andrei I learnt many new words in there. It was 
fascinating.’

Hilariously, it is this incident which is Andrei’s undoing. His wife, 
tired of his constant and increasingly unbelievable lies, does not 
believe he is late because of Bill’s incarceration. Alla also reaches 
her breaking point with the relationship. For a few strange and 
wonderful moments Andrei is free from his convoluted web. He is a 
sorry sight, walking alongside a motorway after what appears to be 
the final argument with his wife, but as a viewer witnessing Andrei’s 
life has been so agonising that having nothing seems better than 
what has come beefore. However, this moment of catharsis does 
not last long. It is dangled in front of us and swiftly taken away. 
Georgi Daneliya, in an interview about the film, said the State Film 
Agency were insistent on Andrei either retuning to his wife or being 
properly punished. ’The only thing I can do is zoom in on the sad 
Buzykin in the finale.’ So this is how the film ends, with everybody 
in the same sorry situation they always were. The last scene is of 
Bill meeting Andrei for an early morning run. Bill tall and athletic cuts 
asvelte figure. Andrei, runs alongside him, his ceaseless marathon 
has yet to end.

Autumn Marathon
GEORGI DANELIYA

1979
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Battleship Potemkin (1925) was named the greatest film of 
all time at the Brussels World’s Fair in 1958. It is compulsory 
viewing in film courses across the world and has retained its 
cinematic relevance for almost a century. Based on a true story, 
the real mutiny that took place on the ship Potemkin off the  coast 
of Odessa in 1905, young director Sergei Eisenstein used the 
event for the basis of a Soviet propaganda film, conceived as 
part of a series of films on the Revolution. Whilst this series was 
not completed, we can look to Eisenstein’s other films, Strike 
(1924) and October (1928) as contributions to this unfinished 
series. Eisenstein also utilised this production as an opportunity 
to personally trial methods of montage, drawn from new Soviet 
montage theory.  The film’s meticulous planning and overarching 
narration has led to its elevation as a masterpiece of both the 
Russian and Soviet milieu and global cinema.

Roger Ebert aptly observed, ‘ “Battleship Potemkin” has been 
famous for so long that it is almost impossible to come to it with a 
fresh eye. It is one of those fundamental landmarks of cinema. Its 
famous massacre on the Odessa Steps has been quoted so many 
times in other films that it’s likely many viewers will have seen 
the parody before they see the original… like the 23rd Psalm or 
Beethoven’s Fifth, it has become so familiar we cannot perceive it 
for what it is.’  This is the bittersweet afterlife of such staples of art, 
to become so ubiquitous, symbolic and known that sometimes we 
don’t experience their true power. In light of this, it is necessary for 
viewers to actively engage a fresh perspective when approaching 
this truly phenomenal film, and to linger on the small details as well 
as the grand sequences we have come to know and reference. 

Eisenstein’s masterful use of montage aside, there are scenes of 
ethereal beauty: the ship shot from above, lines of white sailors 
standing in perfect formation by each side, like an almost ghostly 
vision and a body hanging from a sail in a perfectly but horrific 
vision. There are also several framing techniques Eisenstein used, 
in order to handle his material  and give new resonance to familiar 
images. For instance, the citizens mourning Vakulinchuk are seen 
mourning through the door of a tent. This gives the image an 
almost iconographic resonance. Inside the triangle made by the 
fabric, the mourners and Vakulinchuk appear similar to Christ’s 

death. One woman bends over his body in the foreground, and 
in the background there is a throng of mourners. The most visible 
of these are two women who rest their heads in their hands. 
Battleship Potemkin (1925), draws a comparison between the 
citizens and the proletariat as saintly, drawn into a holy primordial 
battle between good and evil. Their black robes both accentuate 
their poverty and their holiness. Vakulinchuk’s body is bathed in 
light, in the shots in the tent, he becomes martyred in his death. 

The rallying cry at the start of the film, ‘This meat is rotten’ is 
made into a protest refrain, made symbolic of society. Eisenstein’s 
film is split into five chapters, the rebellion beginning with the 
micro situation on the boat, eventually feeds into the macro: the 
initial mutiny on the ship turns into a revolution in Odessa, and 
eventually the glorious end which features the Tsar’s squadron 
joining the sailors. 

From the rotting meat moment, food becomes an overarching 
theme in Battleship Potemkin. The sailors throw the doctor into 
the sea, as food for the ‘worms’. Vakulinchuk’s body is displayed 
with the phrase, ‘for a spoonful of borscht.’ Food as the catalyst 
for narrative yields a multitude of symbols that recall history and 
theological events. Jesus, with his relatively socialist preachings, 
fed the five thousand, in an episode that was as metaphorical as it 
was powerful. Infamously Marie Antoinette’s assertion, ‘Let them 
eat cake’, prompted revolution. We can look to the Boston bread 
riots and revolts in response to famine in Ireland for historical 
examples of the power of food in revolution. In Eisenstein’s 
hands, the sailors refusal to eat the meat puts Valkinchuk and his 
comrades in the same pantheon as hunger strikers like Bobby 
Sands and the suffragettes.  A refusal of what society is feeding 
you, that  rotten meat, becomes a symbol for what the proletariat 
receives.

The enduring success of Battleship Potemkin is in part owed to 
the dynamism and the impressive filmic techniques of Eisenstein; 
but its emotional power resides within the narrative’s mythological 
resonance. Beyond the Soviet example, Eisenstein’s cleverly 
constructed narrative speaks to the global history of oppression 
and uprising and to one of the deep truths of humanity. 

Battleship Potemkin
SERGEI EISENSTEIN

1925
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Initially, Gleb Panfilov wanted to make a biopic of Joan of Arc. 
There was no official ban but funding was repeatedly denied. For 
a while there were talks of French producers funding the film, but 
they wanted an iconic French actress to take the lead role.Panfilov 
could not imagine the story without Inna Churikova, his muse and 
wife and so he began writing a script specifically for her. Churikova 
has described the process as follows, “Gleb wrote everyday and 
composed the script. I sat opposite and looked with loving eyes as 
he read it to me.” Panfilov and Churikova have enjoyed a creative 
relationship that is often compared to Aki Kaurismaki and Kati 
Outinen. Both directors care about talent over glamour, and create 
films that speak to the extraordinary qualities of superficially 
ordinary people. Both of their leading ladies are extraordinary 
character actresses, who imbue their roles with raw and relatable 
emotions. The giddy power of The Beginning rests in Churikova’s 
exceptional performance. Charting a journey from awkwardness 
via heartbreak into dignified and talented maturity was played so 
compellingly that the public fell totally in love with her. It takes a 
special kind of actress to play a role filtered by another role. Not 
only is her role as Pasha powerful, her role as Pasha as Joan of Arc 
and as an evolving actress is equally convincing. In 1991 she was 
recognised as a People’s Artist of the USSR. 

The film begins with the film within a film. We are immersed 
unknowingly in a production of Joan of Arc as we watch Churikova 
play Joan at the trial. After ten minutes the director calls “cut”. We 
are suddenly shown a series of photos of Churikova, or Pasha. Then, 
seamlessly we are immersed in Pasha’s life. The significance of the 
Joan of Arc film does not become clear until much later. One even 
forgets about the first ten minutes as we are drawn into learning 
about this strange but sincere young woman. We first experience 
Pasha as herself at a ballroom dance. She stands awkwardly on the 
sidelines, her friends are all invited to dance and she is left with their 
bags. Eventually, a young man, Arkardy, invites her to dance. Her 
excitement is naive and unbridled. When the band stops playing, 
she begins to scream for them to play more basically crying as she 
does. The juxtaposition between Pasha as the dignified Joan and as 
her slightly hysterical self is funny and tender. 

Pasha is a provincial girl of simple tastes and stereotypical dreams. 
After she is given her role as Joan of Arc, she sits with her friends 
at the table and tells them with comedic pomp and sincerity that 
her ideal role would be Mary Stuart, a queen who died for the man 
she loved. It is fascinating that the provincial girl who longs for love, 
romance and marriage is the actress chosen to play Joan, who so 
famously subverted gender norms. Yet, the two women share an 
uncompromising idealism. Pasha approaches everything with 
bizarre intensity. The encounter with Arkardy is all it takes for her to 
fall hopelessly in love with him. Arkardy is married, but this does not 
dispel Pasha. For a brief time, he moves in with her and she cooks 
him an elaborate three course meal. She is constantly harassed for 
help by her neighbours and friends, which she gives freely. In her 
role as Baba Yaga at the local theatre group, her performance is 
spirited and devoid of vanity as she throws herself around the stage 
in a wig and fake witch’s nose. 

Whilst it is Panfilov’s filmic love letter to his wife; Pasha’s relationship 
with the director is a strange one. He believes absolutely that she 
is the lead and the film is impossible without her. Nevertheless, he 
treats her with something just short of contempt. However, this is 
nothing in comparison to the treatment Pasha endures at the hands 
of the rest of the crew. She invites her friends to watch clips of the 
film with her, and the screenwriter openly ridicules her acting in 
front of her. The crew humiliatingly throws out her friends. Pasha 
storms out after them, her unforeseen opportunity does not thwart 
her morals and she is unyielding in the face of their continued 
aggression. Whilst a fairytale-like role of a lifetime has been offered 
to this young provincial girl, the role does not come with the imagined 
glamour and perks. In spite of this, Pasha is a true artist. She may, 
understandably, long for beauty and romance yet she also commits 
to her work with total artistry. Essentially, using the structure of a 
film about Joan of Arc and the parallel story of Pasha’s maturation 
into an artist, Panfilov displays purpose as life’s overriding principle. 
Of his film he said, “I am convinced that no matter what profession 
one has, one’s life is only fruitful when it is enlightened by a great 
idea. This is what I passionately yearned to make a film about.”

The Beginning
GLEB PANFILOV

1970
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Initially, Gleb Panfilov wanted to make a biopic of Joan of Arc. 
There was no official ban but funding was repeatedly denied. For 
a while there were talks of French producers funding the film, but 
they wanted an iconic French actress to take the lead role.Panfilov 
could not imagine the story without Inna Churikova, his muse and 
wife and so he began writing a script specifically for her. Churikova 
has described the process as follows, “Gleb wrote everyday and 
composed the script. I sat opposite and looked with loving eyes as 
he read it to me.” Panfilov and Churikova have enjoyed a creative 
relationship that is often compared to Aki Kaurismaki and Kati 
Outinen. Both directors care about talent over glamour, and create 
films that speak to the extraordinary qualities of superficially 
ordinary people. Both of their leading ladies are extraordinary 
character actresses, who imbue their roles with raw and relatable 
emotions. The giddy power of The Beginning rests in Churikova’s 
exceptional performance. Charting a journey from awkwardness 
via heartbreak into dignified and talented maturity was played so 
compellingly that the public fell totally in love with her. It takes a 
special kind of actress to play a role filtered by another role. Not 
only is her role as Pasha powerful, her role as Pasha as Joan of Arc 
and as an evolving actress is equally convincing. In 1991 she was 
recognised as a People’s Artist of the USSR. 

The film begins with the film within a film. We are immersed 
unknowingly in a production of Joan of Arc as we watch Churikova 
play Joan at the trial. After ten minutes the director calls “cut”. We 
are suddenly shown a series of photos of Churikova, or Pasha. Then, 
seamlessly we are immersed in Pasha’s life. The significance of the 
Joan of Arc film does not become clear until much later. One even 
forgets about the first ten minutes as we are drawn into learning 
about this strange but sincere young woman. We first experience 
Pasha as herself at a ballroom dance. She stands awkwardly on the 
sidelines, her friends are all invited to dance and she is left with their 
bags. Eventually, a young man, Arkardy, invites her to dance. Her 
excitement is naive and unbridled. When the band stops playing, 
she begins to scream for them to play more basically crying as she 
does. The juxtaposition between Pasha as the dignified Joan and as 
her slightly hysterical self is funny and tender. 

Pasha is a provincial girl of simple tastes and stereotypical dreams. 
After she is given her role as Joan of Arc, she sits with her friends 
at the table and tells them with comedic pomp and sincerity that 
her ideal role would be Mary Stuart, a queen who died for the man 
she loved. It is fascinating that the provincial girl who longs for love, 
romance and marriage is the actress chosen to play Joan, who so 
famously subverted gender norms. Yet, the two women share an 
uncompromising idealism. Pasha approaches everything with 
bizarre intensity. The encounter with Arkardy is all it takes for her to 
fall hopelessly in love with him. Arkardy is married, but this does not 
dispel Pasha. For a brief time, he moves in with her and she cooks 
him an elaborate three course meal. She is constantly harassed for 
help by her neighbours and friends, which she gives freely. In her 
role as Baba Yaga at the local theatre group, her performance is 
spirited and devoid of vanity as she throws herself around the stage 
in a wig and fake witch’s nose. 

Whilst it is Panfilov’s filmic love letter to his wife; Pasha’s relationship 
with the director is a strange one. He believes absolutely that she 
is the lead and the film is impossible without her. Nevertheless, he 
treats her with something just short of contempt. However, this is 
nothing in comparison to the treatment Pasha endures at the hands 
of the rest of the crew. She invites her friends to watch clips of the 
film with her, and the screenwriter openly ridicules her acting in 
front of her. The crew humiliatingly throws out her friends. Pasha 
storms out after them, her unforeseen opportunity does not thwart 
her morals and she is unyielding in the face of their continued 
aggression. Whilst a fairytale-like role of a lifetime has been offered 
to this young provincial girl, the role does not come with the imagined 
glamour and perks. In spite of this, Pasha is a true artist. She may, 
understandably, long for beauty and romance yet she also commits 
to her work with total artistry. Essentially, using the structure of a 
film about Joan of Arc and the parallel story of Pasha’s maturation 
into an artist, Panfilov displays purpose as life’s overriding principle. 
Of his film he said, “I am convinced that no matter what profession 
one has, one’s life is only fruitful when it is enlightened by a great 
idea. This is what I passionately yearned to make a film about.”

The Beginning
GLEB PANFILOV

1970
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The shift from childhood to adulthood is uncomfortable at best. It 
happens gradually, but suddenly there is an inescapable realisation 
that the way we look at the world has changed and innocence 
lost cannot be regained. In Aktan Abdykalykov’s deeply personal 
and heartbreakingly honest bildungsroman, the first of his 
highly acclaimed trilogy of autobiographical films, these natural 
growing pains are combined with a rupture. At a tender moment 
of adolescence, Beshkempir has to contend with the shattering 
revelation that he is adopted and is forced to interrogate his sense 
of belonging. 

One of the most striking things about Beshkempir is the sound. As 
the protagonist played by Mirlan Abdykalykov, the director’s own 
son, idles around the village in forlorn solitude the sounds of the 
Kyrgyz countryside fill the static camera shots. The sound of birds 
during the daytime chirp against the image of the boy’s loneliness, 
crickets are deafening at nighttime and when Beshkempir is beaten 
up by his friends we can hear the splash of water as they fight 
in the lake. In fact, whenever Beshkempir is in a state of tension, 
either on the receiving end of violence from his father or violence 
from his friends, the diegetic soundtrack is turned up. It evokes the 
same fraught sensory overload we all experience under stress and 
transports the viewer to those moments in their own life. Stephen 
Holden for The New York times commented on how the soundtrack 
simultaneously captures the specific Kyrgyz landscape and the 
universal experience of childhood: ‘With a soundtrack filled with 
the sounds of nature, and frequent images of the wind in the trees, 
the movie transports you back to an age when, no matter how 
sophisticated your environment might have been, your experience 
of the natural world was fresh and filled with sense of discovery, an 
age when time seemed to open up endlessly.’ 

Beshkempir is the first film released after Kyrgyzstan’s independence 
from the Soviet Union. Released in 1998, it is the trailblazer for the 
new wave of films coming out of the country. Following a neorealist 
tradition and belonging to the same milieu as works such as The 
Bicycle Thief and The Apu Trilogy; Abydykalykov depicts the real 
people’s Kyrgyzstan. The film is free from political rumination and 

the place of Kyrgyzstan in the world is not referenced. In fact the 
only element of life from outside the village that occurs is in the 
form of the glamorous Bollywood films that transfix the whole 
village. There is great attention paid to the scenes of quotidian life 
and the rituals of the people of Kyrgyz: from a five minute depiction 
of Beskhempir’s christening at the beginning of the film; scenes of 
the village work and a shot of the woman singing and performing 
funeral rites after Beskempir’s grandmother’s death. Whilst most of 
the film is in black and white, sometimes it bursts into high colour 
close ups of traditional items or elements of the beautiful nature 
surrounding them. This is clearly intended to provide a depictions of 
the rich and beautiful aesthetics of the region. 

The film culminates in Beshkempir’s grandmother’s funeral. It is in 
this pivotal moment that the director remembers becoming a man. 
Beshkempir must stand up and speak, he wipes away a single tear, 
and is harshly told not to cry by his father. Following their traditions, 
as her male heir he accepts responsibility for his grandmother’s 
debts and voids any that are due to her. Death is a maturing 
experience in and of itself, but in the context of his recent discovery 
it is even more potent. His father is an alcoholic who he has a tense 
relationship with, he is not particularly close to his mother and his 
most important familial relationship to him was the one he had 
with his grandmother. By speaking at her funeral, not only does 
he maturely reckon with the death of a loved one, he reorients his 
sense of belonging and accepts his place within the family. At the 
funeral, his friends whom he had been fighting with hug him. There 
is an innate understanding that some things are most important 
than their altercation, and this is a symbol of acceptance back into 
his community. 

The film ends with a shot, in high colour, of Beshkempir and Aynura’s 
engagement ceremony. At first only their hands are in view as the 
play a game of cat’s cradle against a stunning, striped blanket. It is 
an ending which depicts a new union, happiness, and possibility 
which follows a scene of ultimate sorrow. From the vantage point 
of one boy’s experience Abdykalykov depicts the highs and lows of 
one life and the wide breadth of human experience in a small town.  

Beshkempir
AKTAN ABDYKALYKOV

1998
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Blue Mountains (1983) ends with the implosion of the aspiring 
novelist’s publishing house. Clearly a symbol of Soviet bureaucracy 
and its capacity for ultimate self-destruction, this moment is a 
dazzling and wickedly humorous indication of Georgia’s deep 
seated disillusionment with the USSR. 

Soso, an employee of the publishing house, takes multiple copies 
of his manuscript around the building. Despite having seemingly 
friendly relations with all the publishers, everyone responds to his 
request with something that can only be described as friendly, 
but complacent apathy. In fact, practically everyone in the building 
is complacent. No one understands the basic necessity to get 
anything, or even just something done. Irodion, one editor, claims 
he doesn’t have time. They simply “won’t let him go.’  Irodion says 
this whilst boiling an egg in his office. Another elderly man, more 
honestly simply says, “Everyone is in such a hurry,” in response 
to Soso’s requests that he read his manuscript. In another office, 
the men continually play a very involved game of chess. A throng 
of men stand around the board shouting positions for the pieces 
to move to; they are never in agreement and the game rarely 
progresses.

With this film, Shengelia wanted to show the strange inaction 
presided over by Soviet bureaucracy. Everywhere red tape,  
employees with ill defined work remits, and a secret culture of 
inequality: it is always possible to pass the buck to somebody else. 
A subtle comment the film is making is one of progression stifled 
by ineptitude, desires are not taken seriously and the director of 
the publishing house is never there. An old man waits constantly 
to see him, no one will help him, aside to tell him to wait for the 
director just a little longer. In a moment of wonderful satire,  when 
he finally encounters the director, this same old man is offered a 
job, one that looks very much like the endless waiting game he 
was suffering before. There are many moments of exquisite irony 
akin to this, the most hilarious being that the only person who will 
read Soso’s manuscript is the man working in construction. Being 
overeducated for the job he has, he will occupy himself with Soso’s 
manuscript. Ultimately, this is what leads to the building’s collapse. 
It is a fertile analogy; it simultaneously speaks to art’s capacity to 
destroy systems, the power of the working man and also to the 
Kafkaesque uselessness of a system riddled with issues. 

Soso’s manuscript is either called, ‘Blue Mountains’ or ‘Tian Shian’. 
This is mimicked by Eldar Shengelaia’s naming of his own film, 
called explicitly either, Blue Mountains, or An Unbelievable Story 
(1983). A deliberate parallel is drawn between Shengelaia’s own 
experience as a director working in the Soviet system with the 
plight of his protagonist. Blue Mountains (1983) was invited to 
screen in the prestigious Director’s Fortnight strand of the Cannes 
Film Festival in 1985. The film was able to evade censorship, 
due to its obscure plot. Moritz Pfeifer for  the East European Film 
Bulletin rightfully points out that films from the era that critiqued 
the state tended to use a similar device: ‘A common recipe for 
these films is to look at some social microcosm – a banquet, a 
university, a cruise – and to use it as a metaphorical pretext to 
unmask the absurdities of the political macrocosm: corruption, 
oppression, groupism. One reason for this indirect style was that 
the more complex the metaphor, the more difficult it was for the 
censors to block a scenario.’ However, despite this successful 
evasion, and even winning a USSR State Prize for the film, 
Shengelaia was prohibited by the Soviet authorities from attending 
Cannes in 1985. 

Shengelaia is known for a particular blend of tragicomedy, one 
that exemplifies a quintessentially Georgian approach to life. His 
sharp eye for satire and the strange rhythms of life can be seen 
throughout his impressive oeuvre. But, it is valuable to consider 
why Shengelaia picked this moment to critique the Soviet system. 
The political landscape of Georgia in the 1980s was one of 
dissatisfaction, the Thaw had revived a deep sense of nationalism 
in the country, and the stark economic downturns of the 1990s lay 
in wait, anticipated by many. Shortly after Blue Mountains (1983), 
Shengelaia began to devote the vast majority of his time to the 
Georgian Independence Movement, just ahead of its popular take 
off in 1989. He would not return to filmmaking until the 1990s. 

Blue Mountains (1983) ends with the image of the new high-
tech building, a replacement after the original one fell apart. It is a 
prophetic vision of a new Georgia yet worryingly, in this vision, the 
publishing house is still run by the same useless people who ran 
it before. A satirical perspective that suggests Shengelaia, whilst 
politically engaged, feared that perhaps only facades change. 

Blue Mountains
ELDAR SHENGELAIA

1983
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In a moment that made award history, Nikita Mikhalkov introduced 
his daughter and co-star, Nadezhda Mikhalkova, at the Oscars: 
‘This was the first time in my life that I didn’t have a problem with 
the actress.’ He left the stage with his daughter on his shoulders 
to the heartfelt applause of the audience. Burnt by the Sun (1994) 
won the Best Foreign Language Oscar in 1995, and a large part 
of the film’s appeal lies within the on screen relationship between 
Comrade Kotov, played by Mikhalkov and his daughter, Nadia, 
played by Mikhalkova. 

Kotov’s family are properly introduced at the bathhouse, after 
the dangerous and electrifying opening with Mitya and a brief 
segment of them dancing to ‘The Weary Sun’, the summer light 
and countryside provide a snapshot of family happiness and 
wholesomeness that counterposes the erratic energy we know 
will pervade the film. Kotov, his daughter Nadia and Maroussia, 
his much younger wife, are pictured together first in a moment 
of familial bliss and intimacy. Even as the tensions between the 
parents escalate, Nadia’s wide eyed trust and innocence provides 
a heartbreaking counterpoint to the onslaught of personal  and 
social horrors that pervade Burnt by the Sun (1994). Deceit is one 
of the film’s major themes, and this comes in the erratic form of 
Mitya, played phenomenally by Soviet star Oleg Menshikov, who 
one day barrels into their summer home and becomes an active 
catalyst for tragedy. 

After the summer haze of joy and love Mitya’s arrival heralds a new 
atmosphere; one that is dark, tense and heady.  As an audience 
we feel something about to break. It is rather like the heat before a 
summer thunderstorm, almost intoxicating in its heaviness. Nadia, 
a small child and susceptible, loves Mitya in spite of her father’s 
obvious antipathy toward him. Mitya is loved by Maroussia too, the 
pair had had a relationship years ago, ended only by his sudden 
and unexplained disappearance. There is a great deal of tension 
in the house: Mitya hates Korov, Korov hates Mitya, Maroussia 
doesn’t know what she feels and Nadia as a child is oblivious 
to the deeper dynamics. This strange body of interrelations and 
proximity parallels the disconcerting political furore happening 
outside the house. Stalin’s bid for power is reaching a fever pitch, 

and the characters stand on the eve of both the Great Purges and 
WWII. This political confusion is made explicit from the offset. 
It is wired into their lives and histories; Kotov was a former Red 
Army general and often brags about his personal connection 
to Stalin. Conversely, in a frantic game of who is who, Mitya is 
an aristocrat and White Army veteran turned NKVD agent. It is 
made clear, that the afterlife of the characters post revolution 
have been strange, and their roles have become amorphous and 
constantly shifting. Kotov, once a revolutionary, now appears to be 
the complacent and wealthy man he once railed against. Mitya’s 
agenda is convoluted, his arrival in their family home carries with 
it many motives: revenge, a desire to see Maroussia and to carry 
out his orders to eliminate Kotov on false charges. Despite his 
hated of Kotov, deeply personal on two counts, it is clear that this 
is a me or them situation and his actions toward Kotov are more 
about necessity than revenge. This, coupled with his move from 
the White Army to the NKVD shows that none of this violent 
bloodshed is about ideology. Instead all of it is about power. 

Rustam Ibragimbekov, the script’s co-writer alongside Mikhalkov, 
stated that the intention was to display the conflict through the 
eyes of a child, Nadia. Indeed, it is Nadia’s ultimate fate that we 
foresee and follow. This individual childhood and life, defined by 
the tragic machinations of power, makes the brutality of those 
years through the distorting lens of time, even more personal. 
We learn of Nadia’s path after the main events of the film.  As 
the image of Stalin rises over the field, given an ironic salute by 
Mitya, we understand that this is the sun that bears down on its 
citizens with no regard for the personal. The title has significance 
in two ways, first as the Russian title for the tango ‘The Wearied 
Sun’ which we saw the family dance to, a tango that became 
synonymous with wartime; and as a symbol for Stalin whose 
impositions similarly became the baseline refrain for the lives 
of so many in the Soviet Union. The film ends in tragedy for the 
main characters, no matter their ideologies or history. As noted 
by Steven Gaydos for Variety, ‘The script steers clear of political 
posturing, instead focusing on what Mikhalkov is really interested 
in: the universal human dilemma of lives caught between personal, 
peaceful dreams and the violent traumas of historical forces.’’ 

Burnt By The Sun
NIKITA MIKHALKOV

1994
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The Butterfly (1972) This ten minute animation, about a young 
boy capturing a butterfly and learning respect for nature is eerily 
beautiful as it relays a message many of us our taught in our 
youth. Drawn like an exquisite painting, Khrzhanovsky plays with 
styles and aesthetics as he takes the little boy from a realistic city 
scape, into first a luscious oasis and then into an ever evolving 
dreamscape. The visuals look akin to rotoscope as all scenes, from 
the typical to the illusory are drawn with such a realistic touch. 

The butterfly first enters the little boy’s life, casting a shadow 
across a room filled with military toys. The boy turns to the 
window and his first response to beauty is to capture and own it. 
With this moment Khrzhankovsky’s view on social values is made 
apparent. The violence that is celebrated is made insidious by the 
image of a young boy, in a small room surrounded by emblems 
of war. As the young boy leaves his room to chase the butterfly, 
we become immersed in the city Khrzhanovsky has created. It is 
a believable Soviet scape: identical tower blocks fill the area, the 
only artistry to be found is in the form of beautiful but sinister 
adverts and a display in a shop window. This display exemplifies 

the film’s themes: the futility of trapped beauty.  The display, an 
artificial and untouchable thing, is the only place of vibrancy inside 
the city. It also shows where the young boy learned his propensity 
to catch and keep. When the young boy enters a dream the tone 
changes. The butterfly grows large and captures him, but does not 
overpower him, instead introducing him to the delights of nature. 

It becomes a visually stunning and almost hypnotic spectacle 
as the little boy first flies through the air, carried in a net by the 
butterfly, with a bird’s eye view of the fields. When the boy is 
dropped down into the waters, Khrzhanovsky displays the extent 
of his artistry and talents as he shows a stunning underwater 
world that quickly and seamlessly transitions into the boy’s 
awakening and visions of a night sky. Khrzhanovsky’s aptitude 
for movement as an animator is second to none: convincingly he 
shows the twitching of butterfly wings, the elegance of flight, the 
jerkiness of machines and wonder of human motion. The Butterfly 
is a beautiful and touching parable, reducing the viewer to a child. 
It is also a testament to the capacity of animation.

The Butterfly
ANDREI KHRZHANOVSKY

1972
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Carnival Night is an enduring classic in Russia today. Released 
shortly after Stalin’s death and in the early years of the so called 
‘Thaw Period’, the musical’s lighthearted, yet incisive derision 
of bureaucracy is symptomatic of the massive political changes 
sweeping the USSR. 

We’ve all heard about it. The speech that shocked the world. It is 
a staple lesson in school history classes: most of us have sat half 
attentive at a desk, and listened to a teacher telling us about Nikita 
Khrushchev’s denunciation speech, ‘On the Cult of Personality and 
its Consequences’. Or, as it has come to be known, Khrushchev’s 
‘Secret Speech’. Delivered to the 20th Congress of the Soviet Party 
on the 25th of February 1956, Khrushchev denounced the cult of 
personality that had been fostered under Josef Stalin’s regime. The 
consequences of this speech, some intended, some unintended and 
many drastic, were to truly change the world. 

In December 1956, at the tail end of that fateful year, Carnival 
Night was released. There is no doubt that Eldar Ryazanov’s 
feature directorial debut has withstood the test of time: for over 
half a century, the formidable talents of Ryazanov and Lyudmila 
Gurchenko have charmed millions of viewers across the former 
USSR and beyond. There are many elements to the film’s success. 
It is certainly possible to point to its vibrancy, the iconic musical 
numbers and innocent yet irreverent comedy that conspire to make 
it a timeless classic. The plot is simple and effective: Gurchenko, 
as witty heroine Lena Krylova, conspires against the boring 
plans of newly arrived Comrade Serafim Ogurtsov for a New 
Year Celebration. Lena is young, intelligent, a little sarcastic and 
enormously talented; in direct opposition to this Serafim Orgurtsov 
is bad humoured, pompous and unimaginative. The ensuing game 
of cat and mouse, with Orgurtsov as the unwitting prey, is comedy 
gold. 

Ryazanov commented “For me the main character is bureaucrat 
Ogurzov (whose name roughly translates as Pickle). He alone gave 
us the opportunity to make the film satirical and topical. I described 
the role to the great comic actor Igor Vladimirovich Ilyinsky like this, 
‘Pickle is not like today’s bureaucrats, who have grown up in soft 
armchairs. He has initiative, openness, simplicity… He is democratic 
without cronyism or overfamiliarity. In him, there are all the qualities 

of a hero. Except for one thing - Pickle - is a complete idiot’.” Whilst 
there is no barrier to enjoyment as modern viewers, it is hard for us 
to understand what such a film, made at such a delicate moment 
in history, truly meant. In the years following Stalin’s death on the 
5th of March 1953, so-called ‘deStalinisation’ had been secret and 
public mourning had been loud. It has been said that even Stalin’s 
victims wept. But, faced with the reality of thousands of prisoners 
returning home from Stalin’s gulags and the inevitable changes 
that was bound to bring, it was necessary to address what had 
until then been unspoken. The ramifications of Kruschev’s speech 
were extreme. People were so shaken by the content they began 
committing suicide.

March 1956 saw demonstrations in Georgia, furious at Stalin’s 
denunciation, Tbilisi began rioting and calling for an independent 
Georgia. Trains were arriving in Moscow from Tbilisi with their 
windows smashed. Meanwhile, in October 1956, a Hungarian 
revolution was beginning. In Russia people were slowly adjusting 
to a more free society. For modern viewers like ourselves, it is easy 
to forget the absolute political chaos surrounding the making and 
release of Carnival Night. When taking this into account, it quickly 
becomes evident that the film became far more than a light, musical 
comedy. It is also an enduring message of hope. The film is centred 
around treatment of talent. Ogurtsov’s desperate attempts to quash 
this talent mirrors the totality of Stalinist censorship and, yet, in 
Ryazanov’s film, talent prevails. Humorously following Lena and her 
friends plans to overturn Ogurtsov’s decrees, Ryazanov reminds us 
that laughter, talent, creativity and expression are profound acts of 
dissidence. 

William Grimes, in a tribute to the late, great Ryazanov described 
Carnival Night as ‘a harbinger of the post-Stalin thaw and the 
emergence of a new postwar generation.’ To understand this 
postwar generation, it is necessary for us to remember and 
respect how rapidly that world changed. Free expression was 
groundbreaking. In the film’s most famous scene, Gurchenko leads 
the song ‘Pyat Minut’. It is a musical number, that over half a century 
later, remains a popular festive song in Russia. When she smilingly 
sings, ‘Time is rushing us to the future, and the old year is losing 
power,’ she speaks to a hopeful generation, sandwiched between 
Stalin’s personality cult and the decay of Brezhnev years.  

Carnival Night
ELDAR RYAZANOV

1956
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Chapaev is perhaps the most famous cinematic work of the 
Socialist Realist movement, but how does one define this 
movement? In a nutshell, Soviet directors were provided with 
specific themes and storylines that furthered the spirit of socialism 
and Soviet heroism. The proletariat should be glorified for its 
productivity, capitalists portrayed as greedy money-grabbers, and 
the individual must subordinate him or herself to the collective. 
Unsurprisingly, then, Chapaev is said to have been one of Stalin’s 
favourite films (he reportedly watched it over 30 times). 

Directed by the Vasilyev brothers, Chapaev is loosely based on 
the novel of the same name by Dmitri Furmanov about the life of 
his comrade, Vasily Ivanovich Chapaev. The action takes place on 
the Eastern Front over the course of six months during the Civil 
War. It follows the eponymous hero’s time in the Red Army, who 
with the assistance of his politically consciousness commissar, (the 
aforementioned Furmanov), rallies his troops against the White 
Army. 

The character of Chapaev (Boris Babochkin) is an archetype of 
soviet heroism: at heart, he’s a simpleminded country bumpkin, 
having only just learnt how to read and write. Yet his loose grasp 
on the subtleties of political theory are vastly outweighed by his 
wit, charisma and courage. He may use potatoes to demonstrate 
military tactics, but his loyalty is second to none: “Come to me 
midnight or later,” he assures his troops, “and if I’m drinking 
tea- drink with me. If I’m eating- eat with me. That’s the kind of 
commander I am!” 

Furmanov, before writing his novel, spoke of the difference 
between a brave man and a hero, describing the latter concept 
in the Soviet context as something that “emerges from a deep 
conviction of the righteousness of their cause…they have 
consciously entered into the struggle.” 
Thus Chapaev’s spontaneity and exemplary military leadership 
makes him brave, but it is his coming to consciousness over the 
course of the film, his ideological growth, that makes him a true 

Soviet hero. Underpinning this ideological conception is a tradition 
dating back to the 1860s, a continuation of categories from the 
works of writers like Chernyshevsky (whose novel What is to 
Be Done? was famously Lenin’s favourite). Unlike Dostoevsky’s 
Raskolnikov or Turgenev’s Rudin, for whom the conflict between 
words and deeds was torturous, Chapaev represents a way 
of harnessing these conflicting categories in a way that leaves 
heroism open to all citizens. And for this conception to be 
adequately depicted, art can’t just be for art’s sake, but should deal 
directly with the real problems faced by all.

And so the film, with its expansiveness and introduction of new 
Soviet vocabulary, successfully communicated this conception 
to the masses. The governing philosophy freed its viewers 
from having to delve into abstract ideas; instead the film simply 
reiterates that all existing reality is the result of firm, passionate 
and decisive party leadership during the Civil War. With the help 
of his two young aides, Petka and Anka the machine-gunner, 
Chapaev’s commando are an unstoppable force. And these 
characters have had such a far-reaching impact precisely because 
they are drawn from real life. 

Watched by over 30 million people at the time, Chapaev is one 
of the most popular Soviet films ever made, and stands firmly 
alongside the likes of Dovzhenko’s Arsenal (1929) and Askoldov’s 
The Commissar (1967) as one of the most enduring depictions of 
Soviet brotherhood and sacrifice. In fact, Chapaev looms so large 
in the Soviet imagination that playing Chapaev and Reds versus 
Whites was their childhood version of Cowboys and Indians. It 
even still provides the subject for many a Russian joke. A good 
example is one in which Chapayev, Petka, and Anka, hiding from 
the Whites, are crawling across a field: Anka first, then Petka, 
and lastly Chapaev. Petka remarks, “Anka, you lied about your 
proletarian ancestry! Your mother must have been a ballerina – 
your legs are so fine!” Chapaev responds, “And your father, Petka, 
must have been a ploughman – the furrow you’re leaving behind 
you is so deep!”

Chapaev
VASILYEV BROTHERS

1934
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Aleksandr Askoldov thought that his film had been destroyed. He 
found it in a pile of rotting reels, in a bin. He told the New York Times 
in 1998,  ‘A woman said that she had been ordered to burn the film, 
but she decided it might be useful one day. I knelt and kissed her feet.’ 
Fundamentally both the film and production of Commissar (1967) 
tells a tale of principle, idealism and sacrifice. Nonna Mordyukova, 
the film’s lead actress, in a burst of emotion, described him as a 
genius. Mordyukova described his mental health struggles after his 
exile from Moscow and the film world, and outlined the tragedy of a 
genius traumatised. Unbeknownst to Askoldov at the time of filming 
Commissar, in strange ways, his own life would parallel that of his 
film’s heroine.

In the first scene we meet her, Klavdia Vavilova shoots a deserter. 
Pregnant and indomitable, she defies the Madonna myth immediately. 
Respected by her troops, she swears, stomps and kills with the 
best of them. The idealisation of motherhood as something gentle, 
something that instantly defines a woman primarily as a mother, 
secondarily as a person, is instantly challenged by her character. 
Amongst the many fertile and challenging strands of Askoldov’s 
film is the investigation of femininity and motherhood, one that 
would still challenge many of today’s audiences. Throughout the 
film Vavilova is juxtaposed with Maria, the matriarch of the Jewish 
family that selflessly takes her in for her pregnancy and birth. Maria, 
with an unruly and lively brood, has honed maternal instincts. On 
top of this she is beautiful and kind, in many ways fulfilling a classic 
depiction of motherhood. 

But her Jewishness and authentic depiction of it, was a challenge 
to a deeply anti-semitic society. She, as a character, reframed 
both offensive stereotypes and the fierce trials of motherhood. In 
one scene she describes childrearing in wartime to Vavilova, ‘You 
think that motherhood is so easy compared to battle?’ She picks up 
her children and washes them as though they were puppies, she 
delivers Vavilova’s baby, and rises to the brutal and thanklesss task 
of raising a family through poverty, war, oppression and fear. After 
Vavilova’s baby is born, on a tense night when the household await 
the White Army’s march through their village, both women sing to 
their children. The traditional Jewish song, and the Russian folksong 

merge into one beautiful harmony. Shots of the two women are 
interposed as they take on the unremitting duty of comforting. In 
this moment, the women for all their differences, both social and 
personal, dissolve. They are united in a universal and ancient 
maternal practice. 

Vavilova begins the film as a cutthroat idealist, someone who 
believed fiercely in the utopian vision of communism that swept 
through regions, cultures and lives at violent cost. The belief in a 
better future ran so deep, the present was deemed inconsequential 
and the means were by whatever necessary. Undeniably she 
is changed, not just by her son’s birth but by her time with the 
Magazanniks. They teach her the value of love, selflessness and 
an empathy that is individual, not just political. As the White 
Army storms their town, Vavilova hides in their bunker with the 
Magazanniks. Yefim, the charming father, expresses the Jewish 
plight: he and his family are forgotten by society and forced to 
participate in their wars. As the Magazanniks dance with their 
children to keep them from crying, Vavilova experiences a prophetic 
vision of the pogrom. In a subversive twist, when she makes the 
choice to leave for the front, this time it’s not for communism but for 
the Jewish people. This subversion proved too challenging for the 
Soviet censors not only was anti-semitism rife, but no one critiqued 
the Red Army. 

Plot aside, the film is visually stunning and inventively told. There are 
ethereal dream sequences and a surreal ten minute birthing scene 
that features legions of galloping horses. The mise-en-scene is rife 
with symbolism. It is rare that a film hangs together so perfectly, 
every aspect from acting to lighting in a perfect marriage. 

Commissar, in the end, did receive its long overdue critical acclaim; 
Gabriel Garcia Marquez himself spoke to Mikhail Gorbachev to make 
a screening happen. Askoldov, for all of his bravery, never made 
another film. The film survived, but the artist did not. John Fiddler for 
Senses of Cinema aptly states: ‘I can envision a happier ending: that 
Aleksandr Askoldov would make another film, then another, sharing 
his unique visual style, compelling moral perspective and rigorous 
aesthetic with a world too long denied them all.’ 

Commissar
ALEKSANDR ASKOLDOV

1967
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Vladimir Tarasov is widely known for his Soviet-era sci-fi animation. 
‘Contact’ follows an artist’s encounter with a shapeshifting alien. Yet 
the artist’s vision of extra-terrestrial life is full of abstract transitions 
and bright colours, making it difficult to distinguish fantasy from 
reality. 

The main character, a painter with a stunning 70s moustache, in a 
bright yellow straw hat and pipe, strolls through the countryside in 
search of inspiration, humming a song to himself. Lying down by a 
lake he is unaware than an alien spaceship lands nearby. The alien is 
a slug-like blob of colour and movement with big constantly moving 
triangular eyes who can shape-shift into anything it encounters 
from shoes to a butterfly. Terrified by the sight of the alien and 
convinced it intends to abduct him, the artist flees, leaving behind 
his boots, hat, paintbox, and pipe, which the bewildered alien 
attempts to return to him. When the creature eventually catches up 
with the painter, it attempts to repeat the melody it had heard him 
humming earlier, and the man realizes he has nothing to fear. At 
last, the painter and the alien end up humming the melody together 
and walking off as friends. 

‘Contact’ is beautiful yet bizarre; it is widely remembered by young 
people in their mid to late 20s in Russia as being played every 
morning on TV during the 90s. As they say, it always terrified 
them, yet they also enjoyed the melody and the visuals. Indeed, 
the animation presents some unexpected and often eerie imagery: 
when the painter first lays his eyes on the alien he imagines men 
locked in cages as the alien dances around them. However, the film 
combines this eeriness with such cheerful tunes and animation, it 
is impossible to look away. The art director Nikolay Koshkin takes 
clear inspiration from George Dunning’s Yellow Submarine (1968) 
in the bright and dynamic mixture of animation styles. Contact won 
awards at the International Film Festival of Science Fiction Films 
in Trieste and the International Festival of Short and Documentary 
Films in Lille. 

Interestingly, the tune the painter and alien hum throughout the 
film was the first time Soviet viewers encountered Nino Rota’s 
song “Parla Più Piano,” known in the US and UK as “Speak Softly, 

Love”, eventually used as the love theme for 1973’s ‘The Godfather’. 
Before the Hollywood film appeared on the Soviet screen, in 1978 
the song became the hallmark of Vladimir Tarasov’s cartoon 
‘Contact’. Tarasov explained in an interview, that The Soviet Union 
had not yet undertaken the obligation to pay for music rights, so 
filmmakers were free to use whatever they wanted. When ‘The 
Godfather’ finally came out in Soviet cinemas, Soviet viewers 
thought foreigners had stolen music from a good old cartoon!

Tarasov himself is a fascinating character. He started at 
Soyuzmultfilm at 16 in 1956 and worked his way up to directing his 
own animations. Tarasov often talked about the glory days of Soviet 
animation and the ‘industrial espionage’ that started it all. In 1936, a 
year after the first Moscow International Film Festival, when Soviet 
viewers saw a Disney film for the first time, Stalin had famously 
said: “I want a Soviet Mickey Mouse!”. That’s how Soyuzdetmultfilm 
was born. Its first director was Viktor Smirnov, who travelled to the 
States to copy the principles of Disney’s work, and later studied 
Disney cartoons day and night frame by frame in his studio.

After releasing his beautiful animations like ‘Contact’ (1978), 
‘Shooting Range’ (1979), and ‘The Pass’ (1988) at Soyuzmultfilm, 
Tarasov went on to teach animation in India and Iran. In the 90s when 
Soyuzmultfilm lost most of its budget, Tarasov was approached by 
an Indian entrepreneur and millionaire, to work on the organization 
of an animation studio at the Institute of Creative Arts “ZIKA”. He 
worked in India for 5 years following 5 years building an animation 
studio in Iran. Now Tarasov teaches animation at the Moscow State 
Institute of Culture. 

‘Contact’ was released at the time when the global interest in alien 
life was at a peak. Although many classic alien films released at the 
time were not widely available for the Soviet viewer, the questions 
of how communication with an extra-terrestrial intelligent life might 
occur was very much present in Soviet sci-fi literature and film of 
the 70s and 80s. Perhaps ‘Contact’ represented something Soviet 
viewers and artists longed for: meeting ‘the other’ and realising this 
whole time you had been humming the same song, the theme from 
‘The Godfather’. 

Contact
VLADIMIR TARASOV

1978
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The real life Swiss smugglers who attempted to transport precious 
gems with the use of a plaster cast probably hoped for anonymous 
infamy, or, at the very least, limitless wealth. Unfortunately for them, 
neither came to pass. Leonid Gaidai, upon reading a news story 
about their attempted heist, was inspired to direct Diamond Arm 
(1969). The smugglers’ loss was very much cinema’s gain. This is 
not just a great Soviet comedy, but one of the best crime comedies 
ever made. 

The film met with enormous commercial success. It is one of the 
Soviet box office’s highest all time performers, with a phenomenal 
77 million theatre admissions. Perhaps even more startling is the 
fact that half a century has passed since the film’s release and it is 
still hilarious. This is, in part, due to Gaidai assembling all the right 
ingredients: incredible acting, international intrigue, an incompetent 
duo and a doleful protagonist. However, its longevity is also due 
to Gaidai himself. Crowned ‘The Soviet King of Comedy’, he had a 
crystal clear philosophy of humour, which he practiced in his films: 
“A cinema comedy should have as few words as possible and those 
words must be laconic, sharp and take unerring aim.” 

There are many scenes in Diamond Arm which would be hilarious 
to watch just by themselves. This is in large part due to the film’s 
characteristic slapstick physicality. In one scene Semyon Semenich, 
(the luckless protagonist) and Gesha (the henchman) take a fishing 
trip. We watch Semyon unwittingly thwart Gesha’s bungled 
attempts to knock him out. An accomplice of Gesha feeds pre-
caught fish to Semyon’s bait underwater. Gesha meanwhile dances 
around behind Semyon with a series of weapons, ready to apply 
blunt force. Semyon catches fish after fish. Thrilled with his yield, 
he looks back to his ‘friend’ for congratulations at just the wrong, or 
rather, right moment. It is five minutes of slapstick genius and not a 
single word is spoken. 

A great portion of the power of this scene can rightfully be afforded 
to the exceptional acting talents of both Yuri Nikulkin as Semyon and 
Andrei Mironov as Gesha. Yuri Nikulkin was nicknamed ‘The Russian 
Buster Keaton’, famed for his woeful expressions and abilities as a 
comic foil. He was the perfect middle-aged everyman. Nicknamed 

Uncle Yura by children and adults across the USSR, he was their 
iconic sad clown. Coupling ignorance with vulnerability, his pleased 
expression as he reels in the fish simultaneously breaks our hearts 
and reduces us to laughter. Mironov, in counterbalance to this, 
portrays his character with desperate flourishes. The sweat literally 
becomes visible on his brow as he manages to portray anxiety, 
desperation and physical pain with only his facial expressions and 
body language.

This ‘gone fishing’ scene showcases Gaidai’s strengths as a comedic 
director. He was capable of developing a daring, visual language as 
a conduit for comedy. When Diamond Arm was filmed, underwater 
cameras were unavailable. He got around this by creating a resin 
cover for the camera, and so was able to film the actor feeding fish 
to the line. Gaidai would have had to tell the viewer what was going 
to happen below the surface. He would have filmed an actor in an 
oxygen tank about to swim to the bottom of the ocean, and made 
the only visible action occur between Semyon and Gesha. But, 
Gaidai knew that the underwater perspective elevated the scene 
from funny to comedy gold.

Diamond Arm, and indeed the other films of Gaidai, have been 
noted for their specificity. They are quintessentially Soviet films, 
thematically and in execution. Ultimately, this is what adds to their 
comedic success. The Italian Job (1969) and The Pink Panther 
(1963), other seminal crime comedies from the 1960s, are certainly 
as steeped in their own contexts as Gaidai’s film. Great works of 
comedy are insightful: they speak truths about society and human 
nature. In The Italian Job (1969), the portrayal of Cool Brittania 
treads a fine line between celebration and parody. Pink Panther 
(1963) takes a ‘behind the scenes’ look at wealth and glamour 
which provides an insight into the damaged lives behind the 
mirage. Similarly, the ‘Sovietness’ of Gaidai’s work produces a kind 
of bittersweet and satirical depth. Be it Semyon Semenich’s initial 
attempt to buy his wife a fur coat (which transforms into his cruise 
ship ticket alone), the faceless chief or even the Swiss smugglers 
who inspired the story, the detailed characterisations build a 
sophisticated and humorous critique of the senseless materialism 
and obsession with status of late 60’s Soviet culture.

The Diamond Arm
LEONID GAIDAI

1969
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It had been observed that if you were waiting for the rebirth of 
Soviet cinematography in the 1960s, it might be better to wait for 
its appearance not in Moscow but in the republics of the Soviet 
Union, where freedom found itself an easier road. The gorgeous 
Georgian film - Falling Leaves in English - actually refers to the time 
of year in Georgia when grapes are heavy on the vine. And the film 
itself starts with documentary footage from the 1930s onwards of 
wine making. 

This goes on for about 10 minutes, and when it seems you are getting 
bored, gradually you begin to catch the unusual in people and things, 
a life that already passes the border of realistic representation and 
that is filled with humour, halftones and detailed observations. In 
every shot of this film, there is beauty. But not the poetic beauty that 
the title might suggest, but the poetry of everyday life. To see this, 
you have to know that life very well, and as importantly, you have to 
love that life and be able to communicate that love to your audience. 

‘Otar Iosseliani is a little ironic and sarcastic. But his smile is kind, he 
loves the earth of his homeland and the people living on her. The 
poetic and at the same time vibrant atmosphere of Iosseliani’s film 
is like a human organism, rejecting a foreign heart, an organism that 
already will not accept foreign artificiality.’ - Cinema Journal, 1968 

Notes from the director Otar Iosseliani: ‘The author of the first 

version of the screenplay was actually a former engineer. When 
he had finished studying for his screenwriting diploma, he wrote 
a story about a young engineer, and called it “Familiar Faces”. The 
conflict that takes place in his story, situated in a factory where they 
produce transformers, is about how the young engineer finds a 
way of cleaning the mechanism of the transformers in a radical and 
innovative new way. Because of the appearance of this innovation, 
he comes into conflict with the retrograde: all the meetings, the 
expertise, the people who are enemies of new ways of doing things, 
etc. All this conflict happens in the background of the private life 
of the progress-obsessed hero. In the foreground are agreements 
and disagreements with his mother, his sister, his family. The hero’s 
name was Levan. My assistant, Lali Mzhavia, put together a list 
of factories and workshops, where we could possibly shoot this 
story and make it not about transformers. We stumbled across a 
winemaking factory… those huge wine-making vats, the aesthetic 
pleasure, the drinking, the culture, and added to that the age of 
the skill. We re-wrote the film in this new shape. The first thing I 
allowed myself to change was the name of the hero. I changed his 
name from Levan to Niko. It is a well-known fact that screenwriters 
always believe their vision is disfigured in the final version of a film. 
Our film was censored. I was the only one responsible for that. After 
this experience, I never worked with other people’s texts. It means I 
take the responsibility totally on myself. Like that things are simpler.’ 

Falling Leaves
OTAR IOSSELIANI

1966
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Flights in Dreams and Reality is Roman Balayan’s melancholy 
vision of a mid life crisis. The mise-en-scene is grey, from the 
clothes and belongings on the characters; to the constant steel 
grey clouds filling the sky. Using Viktor Merezhko’s dark script, 
he executes an unflinching portrayal of a man’s descent into 
acute depression. The idea for the story came from Balayan’s 
own struggles with turning 40, after successfully adapting Ivan 
Turgenev’s Lone Wolf (1978) he found himself listless and 
uninspired. His collaborator and friend, Nikita Mikhalkov advised 
him to contact Merezhko, when Balayan did he requested 
Merezhko capture the essence of his loneliness: ‘Write about me. 
All the time I dream I am standing on a high mountain and then 
flying down. When I wake up , I am back on the ground and alone 
with all my problems. My wife says there is no money, the children 
are screaming; they want to eat…’ The title, ‘Flights in Dreams and 
Reality’ came to Merezhko almost instantly. 

This truth and personal experience underlines Balayan’s film. 
Middle age is most of life, and in general it is not often represented 
on screen. Instead representations of youth, and to a lesser 
extent old age, dominate film and television. However the 1970s 
and 1980s in the Soviet Union was an exception, directors 
began to break the cult of youth and this gave rise to a wave of 
tragicomedies depicting the deep ennui and psychological issues 
prevalent in middle aged men. Flights in Dreams and Reality 
(1983) is part of this milieu and shares the same qualities and 
preoccupations as Vitaly Melknikov’s Vacation in September 
(1979), Georgiy Daneliya’s Autumn Marathon (1979) and even 
Andrei Tarkovsky’s Solaris (1972).  Balayan’s film was released 
at a delicate moment in Soviet society,  Leonid Brezhnev had 
recently passed and the troubles of perestroika were brewing. 
This onscreen disillusionment that defined the 70s and 80s in 
the Soviet Union is emboldened by the film’s star studded cast. 
Lyudmila Gurchenko, the cheerful ingenue of the 1950s and 
1960s    plays Larisa, a colleague of Sergei’s who is plaintively 
in love with him. This switch from exuberant heroine to lovelorn 
would be notable to Soviet audiences, this transition mirroring the 
predominant social disappointments or the era.

The depiction of Sergei Markorov, the film’s troubled protagonist, 
is by no means rose tinted, in fact it is rather warts and all. In 
the first few moments of the film, we see a visceral rendering 
of depression: he lies on his desk, cast in shadows and the 
angle of his body accentuating his pain; mere minutes later he is 
making a young girl cry with unsympathetic cruelty. He is mostly 
filmed wearing a frayed jumper and a pair of jeans, an outfit 
simultaneously youthful and worn, a perfect parallel for his slightly 
pathetic persona. He follows women with a desperation that is 
evident and unbecoming, and his sensitivity at their inevitable 
rejection is abundantly apparent. In one scene he tries to talk to 
some women on the street, they naturally ignore him. His face 
configures into a grimace at the rejection.

Sergei’s relationship with women is fascinating, he is loved by a 
colleague, Larisa. But despite her affection for him, and his fixation 
with youth overwhelms his desire for genuine connection. His 
current lover is far younger, and it is evident that for her it is a 
passing affair. Unlike most depictions of mistresses, she appears 
to have the upper hand. He inserts himself into the spectacle of 
her bohemian, youthful existence less out of love and more out of 
a drive for masochism and the bizarre desire to be near youthful 
energy. In one scene he watches her dance with her friend, they 
are vibrant and playful; he merely observes with abject apathy. 
The lens of the camera becomes his eyes, highlighting his lonely 
dissatisfaction. His wife, understandably hates him, accuses him of 
being a stranger to his daughter and an ‘animal’. He is disaffected 
by her revelation, his self hatred already running deep.

The film ends with Sergei’s birthday, a strange carnivalesque affair. 
He plays on a swing set like a child, flinging himself high into the 
air: a flight that is finally in reality and not just in dream. It is an 
almost pagan sequence, his friends and colleagues are there and 
they join him in his strange, fervent celebration. It becomes the 
the pinnacle of his mental health issues and the point he begins 
to accept his situation in life. The last image we have of Sergei is 
him running toward a hay bale screaming; accompanied by Vadim 
Krapatchev’s ethereal and disorienting music he breaks down into 
tears.

Flights in Dreams and Reality
ROMAN BALAYAN

1982
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Kira Muratova’s Getting to Know the Big, Wide World, was her 
personal favourite of her own films and the director’s first work in 
colour. Muratova was one of the many victims of censorship and 
oppression throughout her working life; a common situation but 
one made all the more tragic by her formidable talent, unusual 
cinematic language and status as one of a few female directors 
working at the time. Muratova’s two earlier films, Brief Encounters 
(1967) and Long Farewells (1971) had both met the same, sad 
and discouraging fates: shelved practically immediately after 
production and criticised for being ‘bourgeoise’. This silencing was 
so brutal, Muratova began to believe her films would never be seen 
by audiences and would instead be doomed to gather dust in an 
archive: ‘In Soviet times, after Long Farewells (1971), it became 
crystal clear that whatever film I made, it would be lambasted. And 
I started to dream, “Let me shoot, and you can just put it on the 
shelf, Don’t show it, don’t watch it, just let me make it.” ’ Whilst the 
critiques hedged at her prior films were specious and unfair, even 
the most vicious censor would struggle to find Getting to Know the 
Big Wide World petty or bourgeoise, it ran into distribution issues 
regardless. 

Based on a construction site,  Muratova extends her talent for 
intimate psychological portraiture against the liminal backdrop 
of the shifting space. Most directors who turn their attention to 
human character tend to do so with a proclivity for the serious 
or severe; but Muratova approaches her insightful delineations 
with whimsy and a delightful touch of the surreal. Workers and 
their families live on this site, building a Soviet dream and playing 
out their own lives in this strange space. The winding plot is not 
explicitly linear, instead the dream like machinations of routine, 
work and love’s intermingling are focused on in the same winding 
way in which they might occur in life. The central plot is a love 
triangle between Lyuba, dreamy and generous; and the two rivals 
for her attention, Misha, who is painfully shy due to having lost a 
leg in a accident three year before the events of the film, and Kolya 
who oscillates between kindness and cruelty in quick succession. 

In this strange place, two little girls yell for Misha through an 
empty and half built corridor, ducking and hiding behind the 

unfilled window space to avoid him when he looked for the voice. 
In another scene there is a row between lovers, it takes place in 
the expanse of wet, formless soil on the ground. As the audience, 
we see it from a bird’s eye view, assumedly through the eyes of 
the other female workers who watch from the top of an empty 
building. We cannot see anything the two characters say over the 
noise of the machinery. We can barely even see their expressions; 
we mostly watch the top of their heads and their physical 
movement. But armed with the worker’s commentary which filters 
over the noise of machinery and the familiar body language of 
a lover’s argument, we feel intimately as though we understand 
what is taking place- even through the distorted lens with which 
the information is relayed to us. Aaron Cutler for Senses of Cinema 
commented on this use of space by Muratova: ‘Characters wander 
across its windowless, open-aired levels where they can both 
hide from and look onto their surroundings, and build physical 
structures and their identities at the same time. ‘

The women take a box of hats and preen in front of a broken 
mirror: the jagged mirror and their work clothes juxtapose the 
overwrought drama and glamour of the costume hats. It is 
exaggerated, but it is a slice of the experience how individuals play 
out fantasies against the structures of their lives. The crumbling 
or foundational aesthetic, depending on your perspective, is half 
finished, always, and also has a great deal of symbolic resonance. 
It is a place of destruction, creation, life and death all at once. 
This is mirrored in the fertile imagery of wet earth, patchy grass, 
weddings and the vast array of ages who live on the site. Muratova 
said of her choice of locatoin: ‘Iampolski writes that everything is 
in the machine. Yes, the machine is important, but it’s only a part 
of the construction site. It’s the construction site itself that matters 
for me: something propagates from nothing and seems monstrous, 
ugly, and only then you progress. Otherwise, it’s not interesting.’ 
Lyuba gives a speech at the communal wedding:  ‘We’re building 
a huge city. Houses can be big, houses can be small, but it doesn’t 
really matter. The most important thing in the world is a happiness 
that is genuine. They don’t make it at factories, even the best ones.’ 
There is an exquisite beauty to Muratova’s foray, the forging of 
lives against a backdrop of decay and growth.

Getting to Know the Big, Wide World
KIRA MURATOVA

1978
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Natasha, the titular Girl with a Hat Box, is a wide eyed beauty. She is 
also absolutely ferocious. Like her grandfather, she is a milliner. She 
works as hard as he does, and given her grandfather’s age, it falls to 
her to make the trek across the ice and snow with a large wooden 
hatbox to catch the train to Moscow. Disturbed by dangling boots 
on the train, she encounters Ilya - a student who is attempting to 
sleep on the rack above her. She scowls and reprimands him with 
utter vitriol. 

Boris Barnet, a highly adept filmmaker, successfully merges the 
slapstick and the beautiful. As smitten rail clerk Fogelev rushes to 
catch up with Natasha, she nimbly bounds ahead whilst he slides 
comedically through the snow. In this film we can see the imprint 
of Charlie Chaplin and the legacy of Lev Kuleshov, an innovator of 
film and in particular comedy. Barnet studied under him for many 
years. Shari Kizirian for Senses of Cinema notes, ‘Arriving at the 
horizon where a blazing expanse of white snow meets a cloud-
frosted sky, Fogelev stumbles in the distance. This stark, graphic 
composition recalls a scene in Kuleshov’s, By the Law.’ Another 
example of cinematography and humour’s convergence is when 
Natasha chases Ilya. The beauty of Moscow is presented against 
the comedic caper as she runs through the snowy city with her hat 
box. It is as highly stylised as it is funny.  

The camera work in A Girl with a Hatbox is accomplished, especially 
for a 1920s film. Barnet uses a variety of techniques to tell his story 
and keep it visually compelling.   As Natasha searches the streets, 
he shows her vision through binocular like circles looking from 
side to side. This is a technique that has been used in countless 
cartoons. Barnet also uses double exposure to show Madame 
Irene’s husband, the cruel bourgeoisie woman that Natasha 
works for, listening to the radio. Not only was double exposure an 
advanced technique for the time, the nature of being in one’s own 
world and listening to something that takes us to somewhere in our 
imagination is conveyed beautifully. As he reclines on the coach his 
face is displayed under images of an orchestra and an opera singer. 
Natasha herself is beautiful but hilarious. The actress who portrays 
her, Anna Sten, has enormous ability as a character actress. In close 
ups of her face, or even when she’s not the focus of a scene, she 

is prone to contorting her face into incredible expressions. In the 
face of courtship, annoyance and a brush with authority she plays 
her character with remarkable presence and hilarious nonchalance. 
When she finds the authorities questioning Ilya, whom she has 
married so he can live in her flat, she reacts quickly: her face spreads 
from suspicion to a grin at her husband of convenience. She lavishes 
kisses on him. As soon as the authorities leave she pushes him off, 
her face immediately reads disgust. 

In a trope as old as time, circumstances force Ilya and Natasha to 
spend the night together. In a display of non vanity she places her 
hair into makeshift curlers, the effect is absurd and hilarious. She 
makes a bed for herself and a barrier: the bed is a thin sheet on the 
floor and the barrier is two hat boxes and a pair of boots. She peaks 
at Ilya, her face visible just above the boxes. He looks back at her. 
The longing and tension between the two is obviously building. To 
cut through it she makes the bizarre and incredibly funny decision 
to play a practical joke on him. She tells him there is a mouse in the 
room and that she is scared. He jumps up to protect her and finds 
there is no mouse. After they’re settled the mouse returns, but this 
time he doesn’t believe her.

Slapstick aside, Barnet depicts a very serious and specific social 
issues that pervaded the 1920s-   that is New Economic Policy, 
the housing crisis and corruption inherent in society. The divides 
in Moscow and the exploitation by the wealthy of this crisis is 
displayed through the villainous figures of Madame Irene and her 
husband. Where Natasha is hardworking and ambitious, they are 
lazy and inept. Girl with a Hatbox was well received by the public 
at the time of its release, who adored the realness of the subject 
matter explored and also the lightness with which it was handled. 
Beyond this, Anna Sten’s performance as the indomitable hat box 
girl captured many hearts. Kirizian stated, ‘She is no damsel in 
distress; she doesn’t need a male arm to guide her down the icy 
path and, when men foolishly engage in fisticuffs, she doesn’t stand 
by in awe, with useless hands to her gaping mouth. She instead 
gets herself and her hatbox out of the way and takes a well-earned, 
comical rest.’

Girl With A Hatbox
BORIS BARNET

1927
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As one of Atamanov’s greatest works, The Golden Antelope is 
an intricate retelling of a classic Indian fairytale. The story follows 
a greedy rajah in search of infinite wealth and a young poor boy 
with a kind heart. Both meet a magic antelope able to create gold 
from the sparks of its hoofs. Sharp laconic dialogue, expressive 
characters, and exquisite Indian backdrops make this film stand out 
among Atamanov’s series of classic fairytales.

Leonid Shvartsman, one of the greatest Soviet animators, was the 
production designer for the film and designed all the characters, 
except for the golden antelope herself. The antelope was drawn 
by Natalya Stroganova, a student of the renowned animal painter 
Vasily Vatagin. According to Shvartsman, the most difficult for 
him was the image of the rajah. He remembers sitting for a long 
time in the Lenin Library, flipping through album after album from 
India, shovelling through books about Sikhs and not finding the 
image. All until the team came across a photo of a real rajah, which 
immediately felt like the right fit. Shvartsman sketched it and then 
built an image on this sketch. His assistant, guards, a tiger, the main 
character is a boy, they all came to the screen from these albums of 
the Lenin library.

This brings up an interesting element of Soviet animation. Many 
Soyzmultfilm most beloved films were based on folklore from 
different countries: ‘The Snow Queen’ and ‘The Enchanted Boy’ 
are based on Hans Christian Andersen’s tales, ‘The Bremen Town 
Musicians’ were based on Brothers Grimm tales, ‘Adventures of 
Mowgli’ based on Rudyard Kipling’s ‘The Jungle Book’ and set in 
India and so on. However, Soviet animators were rarely allowed 
to leave the country to do any character studies or background 
research, thus they relied primarily on the materials available at 
the Lenin Library in Moscow. The many beloved Soviet animation 
characters were all, indeed, based on the limited materials which 
made it through censorship. For some films, the animators were 
allowed to do some research, but in a location within the Soviet 
bounds. For example, The Snow Queen’s Nordic backdrops are 
based on Tallinn, Estonia. 

‘The Golden Antelope’ like Atamanov’s other 1950s animations 
(‘The Snow Queen’, ‘‘The Scarlet Flower’) was drawn using the 

“rotoscoping” technique from the voice actors (in Soviet animation 
this method was called “éclair” - after the brand of the manufacturer 
of the long table on which all manipulations were carried out). The 
actors would be filmed as if in a live performance with makeup and 
costume. Then the film footage was transferred to celluloid and into 
frame-by-frame drawings. In the case of ‘The Golden Antelope’, 
the raja was played by Ruben Simonov, a Soviet-Armenian actor 
and director. His voice and mannerisms helped the character of raja 
come to life. Shvartsman remembers that Simonov would put on a 
turban, a robe, and walked, bent over, his hands behind his back, 
just like his character on the screen. Simonov brought a lot to this 
role - a characteristic gait, gestures, intonation. Rajah would have 
been very different without him.

‘The Golden Antelope’ had a prototype. At the beginning of the 17th 
century, the Mughal Empire, which was located on the territory of 
modern India and Pakistan, was ruled by the prince Jahangir. Once, 
while hunting, he caught an unusually large male Indian gazelle 
- chinkara. The emperor felt sorry to kill the beautiful animal, he 
settled it in the palace and named it Mansraj, “Lord of the Antelopes.” 
Jahangir ordered to cover the hooves of his pet with pure gold. They 
sparkled so much in the sun that it seemed as if gold coins were 
flying from under Mansraj’s feet. Rumours about this quickly spread 
among the people and soon turned into a fairy tale. And when the 
antelope died, Jahangir built a magnificent mausoleum in his honour.

Going back to the film, the story itself has a strong moral footing. 
It is not hard to guess that greed is what brings the raja down as 
he drowns in the infinite gold the antelope provides. Whereas the 
young boy thrives because he selflessly saves the antelope not 
asking for any gold in return. This message, undoubtedly, did well 
with the Soviet censorship committee. What is more Soviet and 
anti-capitalist than a rich person drowning in his own gold on the 
marble steps of his castle as the poor boy sticks to his principles, 
does not give up on a friend, and, ultimately, comes out a winner? 
Arguably, the moral of the story is still very universal: the wealthy 
have a tendency to find the golden antelope and keep it imprisoned 
thus becoming even wealthier. However, the gold the infinite gold 
has a tendency to pile up and, unavoidably, bury its owners. 

The Golden Antelope
LEV ATAMANOV

1954
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Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a tragedy perceived by many to be about 
internality, inaction and inertia. Yet Grigori Kozintsev’s adaptation 
is an active affair, zipping along at a brief two hours and twenty 
minutes. The film boasts a castle setting that could hold its own 
against any contemporary blockbuster, the Baltic shore as an 
elemental backdrop and a dazzling Shostakovich score. These 
elements, which are largely inaccessible to a theatre production, 
juxtapose Hamlet’s interiority and illuminate what Kozintsev saw 
as the production’s major tension. He was determined to, ‘Not 
adapt Shakespeare to the cinema, but the cinema to Shakespeare’. 
He succeeded in making one of the great if not the greatest film 
adaptation of Shakespeare in any language. 

The unique visual language of the film is gothic and dark. The 
film is shot in black and white, despite colour film being easily 
available as Kozintsev thought it would add to the tragedy. There 
is a gorgeous interplay of shadow and light which accentuates the 
film’s supernatural themes. As the action unfolds, it is constantly 
informed by sophisticated lighting adding suspense that only 
cinema can achieve. As a viewer we see shadows approach key 
scenes, before we see the actors. Furthermore, the film’s imagery is 
poetic and elemental: sea, stone, fire and iron. The rugged coast and 
the inherent power and loneliness of the sea interplay beautifully 
with Shakespeare’s tale. Ophelia being dressed by her maids is a 
profound visual symbol of the madness of grief and mourning. 

Other cinematic techniques used in the film are nothing short of 
genius. To express Hamlet’s internality, Kozintsev cleverly deploys 
the use of diegetic (source) and non-diegetic sound to accompany 
the film. The momentous scene where Hamlet deduces his 
uncle’s guilt is set dramatically to a score that elevates the tension 
and mirrors the working of his mind. Moments later, as Hamlet 
maniacally runs through the halls, he demands that a band play. As 
the comparatively light sounds of the band echo through the castle, 
the anticlimactic transference from roaring score to source sound 
accentuates Hamlet’s madness. 

Kozintsev’s success in adapting Hamlet is due not only to his 
singular vision but to his placing himself at the centre of a trio of 
creative collaboration. He used a Boris Pasternak translation, 

which imbued Shakespeare with the beauty and specificity of the 
Russian language. There were many letters exchanged between 
Kozintsev and Pasternak, as the director used Pasternak’s insight 
as a translator to understand how to adapt and reduce the 
screenplay. Moreover Shostakovich, a long time collaborator with 
Kozintsev, developed the score. The pieces Shostakovich wrote 
for the film (reworking a score he produced for a 1920s theatre 
production) range from themes for characters, grand orchestral 
movements and quiet moments of diagetic sound. Without doubt 
the stature of Kozinstev’s Hamlet, is due to the collaboration of three 
Russian Cultural greats, with Kozintsev marrying their insights and 
contributions to make one perfect whole. 

The shots in Kozintsev’s Hamlet demonstrate the play’s political 
dimension, as well as its much famed interiority. The mise-en-
scene is vast, expansive and filled with people. The camera 
traverses with characters across this bustling and rugged scape to 
express competing interests, and to document the domino effect 
of emotions from various events. As Hamlet leaves the court for 
England after Polonius’s murder, the camera notably lingers on the 
faces of the court. Battalions of soldiers are shown marching across 
the landscape. 

Kozintsev’s focus on political themes takes his adaptation in a vastly 
different direction from the iconic 1948 Laurence Olivier version, 
which opted to focus predominantly on the play’s psychological 
elements. Shakespeare had been decreed a ‘decadent’ writer 
by Stalin and his works were not widely circulated. Pasternak’s 
translation, which was completed in the 1940s, was an act of 
dissidence. Kozintsev’s direction of a famed production of the play 
in 1954, was only possible after Stalin’s death the year previous. 
There is no doubt Kozintsev uses the corruption and foul play 
inherent in Shakespeare’s work to communicate a critique of 
contemporary Russia. This lauded adaptation utilises material 
written centuries prior to provoke the present. Kozintsev described 
the process of working on Shakespeare as follows: ‘It reminds one 
of archaeology… the strange thing is that the deeper you dig, the 
more contemporary everything that comes to the surface seems as 
it reveals its significance.’’

Hamlet
GRIGORI KOZINTSEV 

1964
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Leo Tolstoy famously said, ‘A quiet secluded life in the country, with 
the possibility of being useful to people to whom it is easy to do 
good, and who are not accustomed to have it done to them… such 
is my idea of happiness.’ This vision of the countryside’s morality 
and the city’s decay pervaded the 19th Century Russian novel, and 
this alongside the moral benefits of hard labour seeped deeply into 
Russian culture. 

Vasily Shukshin’s film opens with an almost documentary vision of 
countryside life: Ivan, played by Shukshin himself, mows a field, he 
waves to greet the people who pass along the path. Clearly this 
is a place where everyone knows everyone else. Nyura played 
by Lidiya Shukshina, his wife in real life, brings him lunch. They 
sit by the field’s edge and eat. Ivan lights a passerby’s cigarette. 
Sprawling landscapes surround them. There is an inherent beauty 
and simplicity communicated by Shukshin, but there is a difference 
in perspective when considering the countryside and city. Unlike 
the vast majority of people who have weighed in on the debate 
that surrounds the countryside and city divide, Shukshin actually 
hails from the countryside, namely the Altai region, and a farming 
background. For him it was neither romanticised , nor an edifying 
tourist experience of hard work and increased simplicity, it was a 
way of life. A lifestyle that was and is increasingly atrophied. 

In many ways, Pechki- Lavochki is about blatant classism in an 
apparently classless society. Ivan and his wife are patronised and 
ridiculed at nearly every turn. From the moment they leave, their first 
companion on the long train ride to the South questions Ivan and 
says, ‘You should have left your village ways at home in the village. 
Or not gone anywhere at all.’ When the couple reaches the resort, 
one of the people who works there audibly says, ‘They let anyone 
into the resort these days,’ in reference to the pair. Ironically, one of 
the only people they encounter that receives the goodhearted duo 
with any respect is the thief they share a carriage with - a witty 
comment on the nature of bourgeoisie society. This social rejection 
even reaches Ivan’s subconscious. As he sleeps on the train he falls 
into a nightmare. He dreams of Nyura talking to a gentlemen from 
Moscow in the carriage. The gentlemen ridicules Ivan to his wife, 

for his drinking and for his lack of ability to provide for her. He tells 
Nyura he knows a man in Moscow, elderly, who loves children. 
She could move in with him and look after him. Ivan is plagued by 
nightmarish visions of Nyura and a tiny, elderly man. He sees Nyura 
rocking an elderly man in furs whilst the man laughs hysterically. 
When he wakes up he finds his wife recounting his achievements 
proudly. When the pair write home to the village, Ivan describes the 
more populous regions in that letter, he says they are, ‘Much closer 
to communism than we are, because everything is mechanised.’ A 
villager interrupts  the reading with, ‘Why is he so political all of a 
sudden.’ Pechki-Lavochki, communicates its message humorously. 
As well as deriding high society, he also lovingly pokes fun at the 
naivety of villagers. The pair’s uneasy interactions on the train are 
hilarious. In the course of a day’s travels they do a full 360 between 
suspicious; then actively open, after being ridiculed for their caution; 
and then paranoid after discovering their charming comrade was 
a thief. In a hilarious caper, as the couple discover the thief has 
gifted Nyura a stolen blouse, the camera swings to outside the 
train carriage. We watch the couple rush around the train carriage 
comedically. They then treat the next man in the carriage with 
extreme suspicion, unable to understand the nuances of society; 
understandably given the small population of their hometown. 
Despite being adults they are like children outside their context, it is 
a spectacle that is funny but also incredibly melancholic.

But Shukshin and his wife are shown as having something that 
those they meet do not, the ability to make fun of themselves and 
sincere respect for each other.  When they finally reach the beaches 
of the Black Sea in the south, his wife writes home to the village. 
‘Ivan tells me that if everyone of my figure was to bathe there’d 
be a flood from here to Turkey. I say it’s ok, let them live on a raft.’ 
Ivan is frequently questioned by people who can’t understand why 
he brought his wife, as though it is uncultured to want to spend 
time with her. In his own life, Shukshin was a misunderstood figure. 
Deeply talented, his peers did not understand his down to earth 
artistry. The film ends with a shot of him smoking in the field back 
home, he breaks the fourth wall and addresses the camera: ‘Well 
that’s the end guys’.

Happy Go Lucky
VASILY SHUKSHIN 

1972
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Hedgehog in the Fog is a landmark moment in animation. It is as 
loved in Russia, as it is adored by animation fans around the world. 
The film is one of animation studio Soyuzmultfilm’s most successful 
titles, and a quintessential example of the art form’s capacity to 
communicate wonder, awe, fear and humour. Hayao Miyazaki, the 
great Japanese animator, has described it as his favourite work. 
Some critics have even pointed to Norstein’s imprint on Miyazaki’s 
naturalistic aesthetic and suggested the woods in Princess 
Mononoke (1997) owe something to Hedgehog in the Fog. 

There is an ambitious distinctness to the Soviet animation tradition 
that often exhibits a depth in its rendering of human nature. Whilst 
the Western, or more specifically, American tradition of animation 
has a brightly coloured and childlike quality, there is a delicate 
whimsy in Soviet animation, a whimsy that is often layered, capable 
of carrying multiple meanings and associations. Hedgehog in the 
Fog must be one of the tradition’s greatest examples. Hedgehog 
is made using stop motion animation. In a stop motion film, an 
animator arranges an object, takes a picture, slightly adjusts 
positioning, and then does it all over again. When the pictures are 
played in succession, it looks like motion. Yuri Norstein, who must be 
the world’s greatest proponent of this method, favours a painstaking 
process of painting on glass. The glass is used to produce a depth 
of field that is otherwise not possible in the stop motion method. 
Norstein and his team move the panes of glass forwards and 
backwards to create this effect. It is a technical feat that requires 
patience, fortitude and artistic vision. 

Whilst Norstein’s genius is not in dispute, his life and pursuits as an 
artist have exposed some dark ironies. Whilst Soyuzmultfilm, under 
the Soviet Union, had a studio culture that commended artistry 
it was also problematic, anti-semitic and rife with censorship. 
Norstein, during these years, spent his career battling these 
challenges. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union he was finally 
freed from censorship but ran directly into another brick wall: studio 
focus on profit. Famously, he has been making an adaptation of 
Gogol’s Overcoat since 1981. Due to his perfectionism and devotion 
to his technique, he has struggled with funding issues through out. 

He famously stated, in a 2005 interview with The Washington 
Post, that “There is no artistic freedom because artistry has been 
replaced by ignorance.” 

But Hedgehog in the Fog was made at a time that valued Norstein’s 
style and efforts. It is a visceral and beautiful journey. We travel 
through the fog with the little hedgehog in a unified experience. 
The beautiful, the terrible, the awe inspiring and the unknown occur 
in the unfamiliar landscape. The aesthetic of the film is deceptively 
sweet. When the hedgehog leaves his beaten track behind and sets 
off into the fog in pursuit of the ephemeral white horse, we might 
expect a short and heartwarming tale. Instead, what occurs is an 
unsettling foray into the subconscious. The hedgehog’s journey, 
whilst told visually and with whimsy, is evidently a parallel to the 
deep workings of the mind. As things shift, move and appear 
through the fog, the little hedgehog is helped, taunted and awed. 
There is a moment of total darkness, in which the hedgehog resigns 
himself to drowning. And then he is saved by ‘someone’. Who or 
what that ‘someone’ is, rising mysteriously from the depths and 
then disappearing again, is one of the film’s unanswered questions. 

This consideration of death is an example of an aesthetic unbridled 
by notions of commercial concern that exist in other animation 
traditions, and indeed the post Soviet animation world. Aysegal 
Savas commented on this specificity of Soviet animation for the 
Paris Review: “Their lack of commercial concern is apparent in 
their unresolved narratives and wide spectrum of subtle emotions. 
In their innocence, wonder, and muted colors, these cartoons are 
at once a nostalgia for childhood and an expression of childhood 
itself.’” 

As the film culminates with the little hedgehog’s mind being 
drawn inexorably back to the white horse, we are reminded of 
the bittersweet notion of longing and the untouchable, ephemeral 
quality of our obsessions. Simply put, Hedgehog in the Fog captures 
the essence of melancholy. Perhaps, it is a testament to Norstein’s 
own philosophy, that the purpose of art should be to allow people 
to ‘experience life yet unlived.’

Hedgehog in the Fog
YURI NORSTEIN 

1975



www.klassiki.online

For his third film as director, Yuri Norstein chose a Russian folktale. 
The Heron and the Crane, a tale of indecision, rejection and self 
destruction seems a parable, a warning for children. It is also a 
story that most adults have seen play out in their own lives. The 
beautiful Heron rejects the Crane’s proposal, sparking a continual to 
and fro of rejection, regret and possible reconciliation. In Norstein’s 
depiction, the Heron takes on a vaudeville aesthetic, complete with 
long necklace of beads and a shawl. The Crane is a tall, dashing 
figure who flings his blue jacket over his shoulder. Released in 
1974, a year before the iconic Hedgehog in the Fog, it is possible to 
see Norstein’s distinctive style evolving in this wonderful, whimsical 
work. 

Norstein painstakingly uses a painting on glass technique, which 
articulates flat cut- out figures in stop motion. This is in opposition 
to the animation standards set by Disney, who had legions of 
artists working on cel animation. The success of Disney and 
their films quickly led to cel animation becoming the commercial 
expectation worldwide. However, in the Soviet Union animation 
was less pressured by commercial concerns. Animators were paid 
a state salary and were, by and large, more free to experiment with 
technique. Norstein took the painting on glass technique and did so. 
Using multiple planes of glass he was able to create a smoothness 
and sense of depth. This is apparent for the first time in The Heron 
and the Crane. At moments, the characters traverse back and forth 
over the murky, foggy marsh. The rain falls, seemingly in front of 
the characters who look submerged in its midst, far away from the 
camera and the audience’s perspective. In one stunning moment, 
the heron crouches in her balcony, her loneliness accentuated by 
the depth of vision. 

Despite its brevity, the artistic style is incredibly varied. The 
characters inhabit a dilapidated place, that suggests a previous 
grandeur. Ivy grows around cracked marble columns. The marshes 
themselves are painted in grey, with brown and green undertones. 
It is simultaneously beautiful, lush and bleak. This is a perfect 
setting for a story of regret. The faded regalia of their homes parallel 
their heightened sense of selves. But this setting is interposed with 

drastically different aesthetics. Their dreamscapes are bright and 
vibrantly coloured. 

When the Crane first goes to propose to the Heron, he arrives flying, 
emblazoned against a sea of blue, as birds throw bouquets into the 
air below him. When he arrives, he re-enters the greying landscape 
in which they truly live. Similarly, when the Heron first decides to 
tell the Crane she will marry him, in her imagination they dance 
together through lush fields of dark green to the score of a romantic 
waltz. It is a far cry from the greying green of their actual home. 
Again, when she tells the Crane that she wants to marry him and he 
rejects her, the camera jumps to the Crane washing his clothes in a 
grey fountain with his back turned. It is a visually stunning spectacle, 
one in which dreams and reality are beautifully and heartbreakingly 
counterposed. The fog, which would soon make Norstein so 
famous, features heavily in this work. In the last minute of the film, 
the characters are encapsulated in the fog, once again seemingly 
from afar. Only their silhouettes are visible. We see the shape of 
the Crane approach the Heron through the fog and rain, holding 
an umbrella over her head. She rejects him once more, he gives her 
the umbrella before walking off and she sadly turns around. It is a 
perfect visual representation of pride and self destruction.

 Ultimately, the most stunning motif and an incredible feat of 
animation is the fireworks display. The Heron and Crane remain 
in their homes and the fireworks break over them, human life 
once again intruding into their world. They watch the fireworks 
separately, but Norstein brings them together as light washes over 
their individual figures, changing their colours in quick succession. In 
a moment of celebration they are alone in their mutual destruction. 
The music, composed by Michael Meyerovich, adds meaning. It 
swells ironically over their perpetual game, adding a hint of humour 
to the self aware anti-climax. At the end of the film, Norstein tells 
us that it goes ‘back and forth like this forever’. Fundamentally, 
he has taken a popular fairytale, one which most Russians would 
be familiar with, and created a visual resonance imbued with his 
characteristic whimsy and melancholy. 

The Heron and the Crane
YURI NORSTEIN 

1974
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Anyone who has seen winter turn to summer in Moscow will see the 
truth in Georgi Daneliya’s magical love letter to the capital. As the 
winter ice that encases the city melts, so do peoples’ harsh exteriors 
and inhibitions. What is revealed is a city of fantastical character, it 
is random and full of surprise. 

The iconic film grew out of one scene that is inserted with no context 
within the final whole. Gennady Shpalilokov, a young screenwriter 
approached Georgi Daneliya with an image: a girl walking barefoot 
on the city streets in the pouring rain, accompanied by a soaked 
cyclist. Daneliya asked, ‘What happens next?’ And Shaplikov 
replied, ‘We’ll think of something.’ So Shpalikov and Daneliya 
began work together, building a vision of Moscow through a series 
of poetic sketches and scenes. Eventually these were shaped 
into a screenplay, with order and narrative. But both director 
and screenwriter made sure that the magic and random was still 
embedded in the script. 

The film begins with Volodya witnessing a woman singing and 
dancing at the airport. Church bells chime in the background. Volodya 
is a young writer from Siberia and this first experience of Moscow is 
romantic and hopeful. There is an openness in the film, character’s 
frequently engage in conversations with passersby. The city and its 
inhabitants are shown as symbiotic. When Alena, Volodya’s love 
interest, is using a payphone to try and convince her parents to let her 
stay out, a passing woman steps in to pose as her friend. As soon as 
the exchange finishes, the woman continues walking alongside the 
river, bathed in streetlight and cutting a glamorous figure. Similarly 
Kolya and Sasha, two Muscovites, end up taking a Japanese tourist 
to Tretyakovskaya Gallery. Stepping in to help the tourist, who is in 
a futile attempt at conversation with a state official, the boys end up 
being transported to where they want. Unbeknownst to the official, 
the boys communication with the tourist was virtually nonsensical. 

Despite the convergence of characters and happy accidents, the 
darker side of Soviet life is commented on - albeit jokingly. When 
‘translating’ for the Japanese tourist, Kolya tells the state official that 
he is admiring the majesty of their great nation. This line is delivered 

with enormous irony. Kolya, a metro builder, is the Soviet answer 
to Ferris Bueller. The role is played by the inordinately charming 
Nikita Mikhalkov, whose role in I Walk Around Moscow made him 
an icon. Kolya’s spontaneous, good nature inadvertently leads him 
into becoming Volodya’s tour guide. Whilst on the way back from 
his night shift, he randomly makes the young writer’s acquaintance 
on the metro. 

Daneliya’s Moscow is a city full of talented individuals. But it is also a 
place filled with labour, obligation and limited scope to shine. Volodya 
had recently had his first short story published. This garnered attention 
from a famous writer, who had invited him to Moscow to meet. When 
they reach the writer’s office,   Volodya converses with a brilliant 
and very brutal man who philosophises on the nature of art and 
Volodya’s lack of creative substance. Humorously, it turns out that 
this man is not the author they had hoped to meet but the floor 
polisher. It is a funny moment, but it is a scene that speaks to the fixed 
nature of social structure in the capital. Similarly, a great deal of the 
plot is devoted to the boys trying to wrangle Sasha a small amount 
of time to get married and ‘enjoy family life’ before his compulsory 
military service. 

The film begins with Volodya’s arrival to the airport and a dancing 
woman who is never seen again. The film ends with Kolya’s route 
to work, after a sleepless day. We see stunning shots of Moscow: a 
statue, an overpass of cars with blinking headlights and a view of lights 
from a metro window. We then see Kolya staring out, tired but blissful 
as an old couple watch and smile. Volodya’s exciting arrival to the 
city and the numerous happy adventures in between fundamentally 
end with Kolya, a Muscovite headed to a night of work. After such 
deliriously sweet scenes and the revolving door of characters, you’d 
think this would seem anti-climatic. He apologises to Alena for being 
unable to see her home and saunters through an empty station 
singing. The attendant asks him why he is shouting, he replies ‘I’m 
singing’ but stops nonetheless. The last shot of the film is Kolya 
ascending the elevator. The attendant  requests that he should keep 
on singing. ‘Sometimes you feel good, but don’t know why.’

I Walk Around Moscow
GEORGI DANELIYA

1964
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Ali Khamraev’s,  I Remember You (1986), is lauded as his best 
work. A deeply autobiographical piece made at the point the 
director’s style had matured, the film displays two parallel journeys: 
one from East, to West and back again; and the other through 
the deep subconscious realms, as Kim’s memories are triggered 
throughout his physical journey. Predictably, this has earned 
Khamraev comparisons to Andrei Tarkovsky, however, these 
comparisons do a disservice to what is a truly unique work from 
a man that stood at a very specific cross section of time, culture 
and information. Much like the character Kim, who undoubtedly is 
a stand in for the director himself, Khamraev was born to a Tajik 
father and a Ukrainian mother. He grew up in Tashkent before 
moving to Moscow to study at VGIK, the great Russian film school. 
One could certainly describe Khamraev as part of pan-Soviet 
culture, one that was not uncommon during the post-war years 
in the Soviet Union.  However I Remember You exposes a deeper 
cultural tension, which is shown to inform Kim’s internal world. 

At his mother’s dying wishes, Kim travels to Smolensk to find the 
grave of his father. This is based on a real journey undertaken by 
Khamraev. As he travels from East to West, the scenery outside 
the train gradually shifts in terms of architecture and features 
into modern Soviet Russia; Kim reads a letter from his father, 
written shortly before his death: ‘I can’t look at burnt forests, 
at dead people, at all that I love, so much that is so disfigured 
now.’  Traditional music from Central Asia plays over this heartfelt 
segment. His father in another letter goes on to say, ‘Sorry for 
taking so long to write, we were surrounded… Yesterday I cooked 
my pillow in my helmet and served it. They are all different people; 
Latvian, Russian, Ossetian,  Moldovian. They carried out an attack 
with full bellies.’  A critique is unspoken here, but readily apparent, 
of the enormous cost of sacrifice from so many cultures. As these 
letters are read, the view from the train is focused upon the snowy 
planes of Soviet space, that years ago Kim’s father no doubt would 
have journeyed through, and which are now suburban, mundane. 
Physical space is almost as surreal as memory; as he discovers 
the location of his father’s grave he finds himself a guest at a 
Cossack wedding.  The guests wear beautiful traditional clothing, 
and sing folk songs, but nothing in the space or buildings around 
them represent their culture. In this pan-Soviet space Khamraev 

is constantly running into explosions of culture and heritage, 
physically and in his own memory. 

As Kim slides into his subconscious, what is revealed is an internal 
world informed by Central Asian and Islamic culture. A man who 
grew up without his father, and with his Ukrainian mother, his 
discovery of his father’s grave also prompts a reintegration of 
an element of himself. He remembers a boy dressed in white, 
traditional robes accompanied by Central Asian music and in front 
of a Mosque. In one distorted and surreal memory, he remembers 
markets in Uzbekistan. Central Asian dancers stand static in a 
dream like sequence in which these dancers are clad in costumes, 
and wearing make up to make them look like mannequins. They 
move slowly and creepily, accompanied by the low chimes of 
music. The camera pans past the window they stand in, and the 
merging of the human with object provides an uncanny interface. 
Tinsel and lights blow outside the windows in the Uzbek square, 
which is a nexus within the subconscious and confused experience 
of memory. 

An encounter with a woman on a train back to Uzbekistan is 
ultimately what jolts the memory of his father’s face and smile. 
Notably, the woman is a musician and playing a traditional Central 
Asian instrument. As Kim’s journey to remember his father takes 
him on a cultural journey, it is evident that it is an excavation to find 
a missing piece of himself. Robert Bird, in an article entitled, ‘Uzbek 
Elegy: The Films of Ali Khamraev’ stated that ‘I Remember You 
is also the only one of Khamraev’s films that directly takes on the 
relationship between Uzbek and Russian cultural traditions. The 
scene during the New Year’s party, on the train, clashes jarringly 
with the dominant tone and is a marvellous piece of improvisation. 
It portrays the master artist at his peak, aware of being laminated 
by his historical moment yet confident in his ability to transcend 
it.’ The film’s set pieces, which counterpose the ploy, foray further 
into the surreal and experimental as it progresses. Ultimately, the 
last moments of the film, see Kim who until that point had been 
shown as a veterinarian sitting on a chair in a film studio, leaving. 
The ending image is the view outside the train, accompanied by a 
gentle Soviet song.

I Remember You
ALI KHAMRAEV

1986
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Award-winning director Sergei Mikaelyan’s early life was 
characterised by war. After volunteering for service at the age 
of 17 he was badly wounded, an event that would stay with 
him throughout his life. It’s no surprise, then, that he would go 
on to view life and people in general as inextricably bound up 
with fate. His films, known for their intimate and often humorous 
portrayals of those victims of fate, are still cherished today as some 
of the finest ‘serious’ comedies to come out of the Soviet Union. 
Introduced as such in the opening credits, In Love By Their Own 
Accord (1983) is an unusual tale of love that garnered international 
recognition for its tragicomical depiction of late Soviet reality. 

Recalling how the idea for the film was born, Mikaelyan cites the 
influence of psychological conditioning and self-help books: “I 
made it a habit to drive away sad thoughts and cultivate rosy ones. 
I wanted to share this experience with someone. Suddenly, I came 
across a newspaper article about self-training that was beginning 
to become fashionable. It turns out that I spent most of my life 
doing it without knowing it! I thought: what if you work on yourself 
purposefully? I dreamt that after leaving the cinema, the audience 
would race home, engage in self-training, become better and 
happier, and there would be a whole craze for self-education, like 
the fashion for jogging or aerobics.” Initially beginning work on the 
script alone, he then went on to join forces with Alexandr Vasinsky 
(a journalist for the newspaper Izvestia) and actor and director 
Viktor Merezhko. 

The story is termed by some as melodrama and others as 
lyrical comedy. Simply put, it’s a tale of the chance meeting of 
two people who have not been entirely successful in life, either 
professionally or romantically, both struggling to find purpose. 
Igor Bragin (Oleg Yankovskiy) is a handsome former athletics 
champion turned alcoholic, who now works at a factory. Vera 

Silkova (Yevgenia Glushenko, who also starred in Mikhalkov’s 1977 
drama An Unfinished Piece for a Mechanical Piano) is a plain, 
lonely bookworm and librarian (among other things, she can quote 
Tolstoy and Schopenhauer by heart). The only thing they do share 
is a distinct lack of joy in their lives. When Igor comes to her door 
begging for money (presumably to spend on alcohol), Vera speaks 
for both of them when saying: “I want to be happy, I want to love 
my work, I want to fall in love!” And so, with the help of ‘autogenic 
training’, they decide to seek happiness and purpose in each other. 
In the process, they discover truths both about each other and 
themselves, which ultimately brings them closer together. 

Drawing attention to the very fashionable hobby of ‘autogenic 
training’ and self-help books, the film also seeks partly to ridicule it. 
Even Vera, who herself posed the idea, realises that this technique 
is really no more than a set of boring mantras. In the end, what’s 
more important in human relationships, the film contends, is not 
the blind following of instructions but an empathetic disposition 
that actively builds upon real experience with a specific person. 
Having initially noticed each other’s shortcomings, they are forced 
to be honest to each other from the very start. And ultimately it’s 
Vera who, having hitherto been only punished for her generosity 
and kindness, eventually saves Igor from himself, and they both 
come to see beauty in each other. 

Mikaelyan had the idea to shoot a sequel following the couple a 
few years into their relationship. Filming was scheduled to begin 
in the summer of 2005, but never happened because of the 
categorical reluctance of Yankovskiy to participate in it. Perhaps 
this is for the best. For now, we’re only left with the image of the 
clock striking 00:01, signalling the start of their new life. To know 
what happens next would only ruin the film’s magic.

In Love By Their Own Accord
SERGEI MIKAELYAN

1983
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To try to contain Georgiy Daneliya’s Kin-dza-dza! is to do it an 
injustice. A highly sophisticated and complex film, it is a caustic 
social narrative with advanced semantic humour; surprisingly, it 
remains an absolute joy to watch and belongs to the high echelons 
of science fiction, in the company of Kurt Vonnegut and Douglas 
Adams. This dieselpunk foray into a seemingly apocalyptic 
wasteland departs from the action packed norms of the genre. 
Instead the plot is driven by nonsensical conversations between 
the earthlings and the aliens. These take place in cramped machine 
interiors, or the wide open space of the endless dessert; as a result, 
Kin-dza-dza! almost devolves into a surreal theatre of the absurd. 
The performances from the cast and the witty dialogue are what 
truly propel the plot, in a lexical breakdown that would make Samuel 
Beckett proud. 

Uncle Vova, a stoic and sarcastic construction worker, and ‘the 
fiddler’, a young Georgian student, find themselves on the planet 
Pluke after a chance meeting with an alien on a crowded Moscow 
street.  Following a mishap with a transportation device, they 
find themselves in the apocalyptic, endless desert. Uncle Vova, 
steadfastly refuses to believe they have left earth and situates them 
in the Karakum, one of the closest deserts to Moscow, arguing 
there is no cause for concern. Here begins a series of posturing 
that pertains to logic, but is in essence totally illogical. The Karakum 
desert does not explain their mysterious teleportation at all. 

These inconsistencies in thought arise all the time: between the 
earthlings themselves, and as incredulity between the earthlings 
and other species. Uncle Vova is shocked at the elaborate coloured 
trouser system and respect rituals that underpin the alien society of 
Pluke.  Uef, a Chatlanian and a member of the designated superior 
society of the planet, asks how they discern social differences on 
earth, Uncle Vova says, ‘By looking.’ Uef is appalled and dismisses 
them as barbarians. The young Georgian violin student, is shocked 
at the blatantly racist social mechanisms. Patsaks, as visitors to the 
planet, despite generations of inhabitation, are required to wear 
bells on their noses and address Chatalanians with a series of 
squats and KU noises. 

It should be noted that Georgiy Daneliya is a Georgian director, and 
was releasing films into a Russified Soviet milieu. This combined 
with a Georgian lead character are a subtle indicator of a critique 
aimed toward the society that bore this film. The endless desert 
landscape of Pluke is explained, fuel was made from water and 
the inhabitants drained the whole planet in the pursuit of capitalist 
excess.  

Yet, whilst the film on the surface appears a critique of capitalism and 
its excesses, there are evident similarities between the communist 
society and the mad Plukhanian rituals. Even the untouchable high 
echelons of Chatalanian society resemble the nature of elitism within 
the Soviet Union. This is reflected in the language, a bizarre kind of 
new speak, Ku is an often used word which stands for most things. 
Kyu is a curse word which stands for everything bad. Deceptively 
close to each other, Pluke language parodies the arbitrary nature of 
designation and society’s illogical designations.The film is in essence 
a dialectic on semantics. Using a new and invented language 
Georgiy Daneliya takes semiotics one step further and uses this 
to portray society’s concerted and illogical nature. Pam Jahn for 
Electric Sheep  aptly noted that the philosophers Deleuze and 
Guattari used ‘minor literature’ to describe work done from the point 
of view of a minority in the ‘major’ language of the coloniser. Kin-
dza-dza!  transposes elements of minor literature to cinema. The 
script reflects the frustrations of having a language imposed from 
above, most of it sounding like an unfamiliar, monotonous noise.’ 

During the mad journey, busking across the cosmos to find home, 
the fiddler and Uncle Vova are forced to consider the basis of rituals. 
With the eye of an outsider, it is apparent that they are based on 
pre-assumed hierarchal dynamics. The humans’ behaviour through 
the cosmos disintegrates into performance, as they attempt to 
navigate the strange customs they have inadvertently become part 
of. In many ways, Kin-dza-dza! proves that truth is stranger than 
fiction, for when the humans eventually return to Earth at no point 
do we feel they have escaped the surreal. 

Kin-Dza-Dza!
GEORGIY DANELIYA 

1986
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Anna is first seen in parts, not as a whole. She is an image in white 
on the shore; her face is darkened by shadow, invisible even. Dmitri 
Gurov watches her with idle fascination. She walks in the opposite 
direction. The camera is still, she becomes nothing but a white dress 
and a twirling umbrella.  Then, at a chance meeting in a restaurant, 
Gurov views her in sections: the nape of her neck, a hand with a 
ring resting on her thigh and a side profile staring into space. Iosif 
Kheifits’ film perfectly translates attraction from the original text and 
into the unspoken. 

Dmitri Gurov’s initial fixation with Anna, or as first knows her, ‘the 
lady with a dog’, is a testament to lust, not love. In fact, in the original 
Chekhov short story from which the film is adapted, we are granted 
access to Gurov’s interior - and it is a bitter place. In the first few 
pages, the third person narrator explains to us Gurov’s frequent 
infidelities, his low opinion of his wife, his frequent reference to 
women as a lower race, and his simultaneous realisation that he 
is unable to keep away from this lower race. Not even for a day. 
Anna, conversely, cries after they first consummate their affair. She 
declares that she loves a ‘clean, pure and honest life.’ We believe 
her. It is, after all, why Chekhov’s story is iconic. Love is presented 
as an overwhelming force and his characters are treated without 
judgement. Love has the power to transform the most disaffected 
cynic. It also has the power to turn saints into sinners, if we are to 
consider their affair in terms of the moral landscape of the 1900s. 

Kheifits does not fall into the easy trap of an excess of dialogue to 
provide the viewer with the insights the original text would give us. 
He masterfully uses his medium and tools at his disposal, breathing 
life and personality into the characters and events most critics 
view as symbolic. Gurov, played by the highly acclaimed Aleksey 
Batalov, is able to show us what goes unsaid. Whilst we never have 
access to his thoughts, his posture, his tone and his gestures tell 
us all we need to know. As viewers, we watch him transform from 
a stiff and self interested man to one filled with longing. As Anna 
expresses her guilt and shame, Gurov eats a watermelon. His light 
rebukes are accompanied with the sounds of seeds hitting a plate. 
He initially responds unemotionally to her upset, more interested 

in the watermelon and simply waiting for her episode to pass. As 
an audience, we watch this polite disinterest turn into genuine 
sympathy and affection. When he suggests they go to Oleander, it 
is possibly the most selfless act he has ever committed. At Oleander 
the couple are nearly silent, the diagetic sounds of the sea and an 
abundance of crickets fill the nearly wordless space. In the distance, 
the cab driver waits and smokes, the only witness to their moment 
of illicit connection. 

From the bucolic and ephemeral scenes of Yalta we are transported 
to snowy Moscow; the city’s frostiness is reflected in the characters’ 
behaviour. Dinner parties are stiff and proper. Children perform pre-
rehearsed poems and Gurov himself is encouraged to play a piece 
on the piano. As he stares at a candle in front of him, he pulls out 
of focus and is replaced briefly by a memory of Anna’s own face. 
A New York Times review points to the films success in evoking 
Chekhovian fixations, ‘Like all of Chekhov’s plays and short stories 
it is a study of character in time and place rather than a forceful film 
in constant motion.’

The plot appears fragmented, giving us only snapshots of the 
character’s lives. But this is a deliberate narrative device, as the 
fragments pertain to the linearity of what both characters consider 
their real life: their relationship, externally whilst together; and their 
internal alienation whilst apart. The stolen nature of their time, and 
indeed the relationship’s relatively slow progression with regard 
to time elapsed between meetings, leads to a film which spans 
multiple cities, all of which take on a sort of mythic resonance. This 
translates beautifully to the screen. From Yalta, the place love was 
born and crickets sound, to Saratov and the closed high society 
Anna inhabits there, to Gurov’s intense dissatisfaction in cold and 
wintry Moscow. Kheifits plays with these places visually, making 
apparent to the viewer their significance. At the film’s end, as a clock 
ticks loudly in the background reminding them of their limited time, 
Anna describes them as, ‘Migrating birds, who have been caught 
and forced to live in separate cages.’ As the hour chimes once more, 
they are both sent back to their lives, doomed to be in love. 

The Lady With The Dog
IOSIF KHEIFITS  

1960



Nata and the Prince sit like statues in her mother’s drawing room: 
cheek to cheek and clutching hands, they test the limits of what a 
young couple are allowed to do in polite society. As they wonder if 
they knew each other in a past life, Bauer inserts a dream sequence 
in which the Prince and Nata are transported to the ancient world; 
resplendent in white robes they dance around each other, between 
marble pillars and Grecian plants, as equals and lovers. In their reality, 
they are neither. Yevgeni Bauer a former theatre designer, in his 
capacity as a pioneer of early cinema, is known for stunning set 
design. This artistry quite literally sets the scene and allows him 
to convey some of silent cinema’s most complex and ambitious 
plots. Bauer is also renowned for his predilection for rendering 
Dostoevskian nightmares on screen. By Bauer’s standards, the 
aforementioned dream moment between the two lovers is a flight of 
fancy as opposed to a nightmare; but the ending is quintessentially 
melodramatic, bloody affair we have come to expect from the old 
master. 

Based on a novel by George Ohnet, two girls are raised by a 
single mother and millionaire, Mrs Khromova. Musya, her biological 
daughter, is plain and alongside her she raises her beautiful, adopted 
daughter Nata. The two girls are like sisters, but it is understood 
and accepted that Musya will inherit and Nata will not. One of the 
most interesting elements of Life for a Life is Nata’s relationship 
with Mrs Khromova. Khromova is not the stereotypical evil step 
mother, or indeed woman. She is neither rich heiress or widow, 
but an active and successful breadwinner. She spends many hours 
at her factory building their fortune. This is a wild and deliberate 
contrast with the frivolous Prince who has gambled away his own 
inheritance and seeks a wife to bail him out. Despite there being an 
obvious preference for her biological child, there is still love between 
Khromova and Nata who confides in her freely and easily. She even 
seeks her counsel on hers and the prince’s mutual love. Her mother 
is  sympathetic but tells her to never speak of it, so as not to upset 
Musya, and calls in the favour of her upbringing. 

Unsurprisingly restraint does not come to pass. Nata and the 
Prince obviously give in to their love. In a scene which echoes their 
clasped hands, dreams and chastity they kiss in the living room of 

the mansion. Heartbreakingly Nata is reduced hurting her family to 
be with the man she loves. Khromova, in the film’s melodramatic 
climax, eliminates the threat to her family. The film’s slogan, A drop 
of blood for every fear, seen in the film’s first frame, comes to make 
sense. She spares Nata, clearly an expression of love, given her 
ability to be totally ruthless. The end scene is like a perverse family 
portrait: Khromova comforts a distraught Musya and Nata stands 
slightly in front of them, alone in her pain but still a part of the family. 
As one leaves the parting image, it’s apparent that has Nata left this 
situation physically unscathed, but at what cost? 

Nata is played by Vera Kholodnaya. One of the most iconic actresses 
in Russian history, the Marilyn Monroe of her time, she quickly earned 
the title of ‘Queen of the Screen’ and totally enchanted audiences in 
the pre-revolutionary era. Outstanding beauty aside, in total silence 
and through the passage of time, she is an unusually compelling 
actress. In the days of early cinema, before the advancement of 
camera techniques and equipment, directors often had to choose 
between close ups or set design. For Bauer the set won, but it was at 
a loss to characterisation. But Kholodnaya is able to cut through this 
obstacle. She emotes with her entire body: when she plays spiritual 
anguish she theatrically writhes through the mansion she lives in 
whilst breathing heavily and with distress written across her face. 

As a viewer we find ourselves transfixed by her charm, grace and 
ability to emote through physicality alone. In another scene she 
watches the engagement between her sister Musya and the prince, 
her eyes filled with grief. She turns her back to the camera to face 
the festivities. Even then, we find our eyes drawn to her, instead 
of the bustling scene in front of her. Unfortunately, only five of the 
estimated 80 films she made during her life survive. Thankfully this 
collaboration with one of cinema’s greatest directors is one of them. 

Life for a Life occupies a very specific and sensitive space in history. 
It was released just a year before the revolution and at the precipice 
of a changing world. This kind of plot would not be a large feature of 
Soviet film which was, with the 1920s highly politicised and driven 
by the demand to educate. In many ways, it simultaneously signifies 
the end of an era and the birth of cinematic possibility.

Life for a Life
YEVGENI BAUER

1916
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Vasily Pichul’s film became emblematic of an era, and an extremely 
depressing era at that. The film was made possible as a result of 
Mikhail Gorbachev’s policy of glastnost or openness. Taking that 
openness to a new level, Maria Khmelik’s script provides the basis 
for one of the most notorious films in late Soviet history: a cultural 
phenomenon  that drew in audiences, fascinated by its scenes of 
nudity and its unflinchingly open approach to the taboo. In terms of 
genre, it draws more from western cinema than Soviet, and in spite 
of its cultural specificity, stylistically it belongs in the same canon 
of British social realism from filmmakers like Ken Loach or Andrea 
Arnold. 

Little Vera (1988) is now synonymous with perestroika, and the 
Soviet project’s failure to regenerate towns, opportunities and 
lives. Little Vera (1988) begins with scenes of a foggy, industrial 
landscape, where people’s lives are ultimately as depressing as 
the facades. The name Vera comes from the Russian root for faith, 
so ambiguously the title can also mean ‘little faith’.  On the nose, 
perhaps, but it certainly pertains to truth in this desperate portrait of 
what can happen when economy and possibility atrophies. Vera’s 
family are foul mouthed and violent; her parents scream about the 
behaviour of their daughter and torture themselves about how it 
came to be, darkly funny dialogue that skewers their rather blatant 
personal failures.  Vera’s father is flagrantly anti-semitic. This is a 
dark and unresolved element of Soviet culture and one Pichul’s 
film makes apparent still provided an ‘us’ and ‘them’ conflict in an 
allegedly classless society. 

The intrusion of western culture is everywhere evident, from the 
pop songs Vera listens to on her transistor radio to the fashions she 
and her friends where. Her alcoholic father frequently repurposes 
an empty bottle of beefeater gin for his locally bought or brewed 
vodka. Vera herself embodies a sexual liberation that scares her 
parents, who feel a strong affiliation with solid traditional values, 
despite the proliferation of physical and sexual violence in their 

society. In many scenes Vera suffers sexual violence in a way that 
makes it seem normalised. Whilst virtually no one in Little Vera 
appears symapethetic, her family’s lack of opportunity should be 
noted. Which ideas can one cling to in the face of a destructing 
world, and limited opportunity? This is central to the film’s major 
theme of class division. Vera’s romance with Sergei, an engineering 
student, brings this to the fore. Daria Ezerova for Senses of Cinema 
notes Sergei’s own class failings,  ‘Although the film certainly does 
not romanticise the workers as the chiseled Stakhanovites of 1930s 
socialist realist sculpture, it is hardly optimistic about the nascent, 
Americanised bourgeoisie either.’ He is presented as frequently 
rude and derisive to the family, both disrespecting them in their 
home and deriding their intellect. It should be mentioned that Sergei 
does not have to work, and his parents support him from abroad. 

The film has many firsts: in terms of nudity and brazenness. The 
lead actress Natalya Negoda would go on to pose in Playboy and 
it is the first Soviet film to reference the AIDS crisis. But ultimately 
it is the relationship between Vera and her parents that provides 
the emotional heart of the film and is the element that keeps it 
compelling to today’s difficult to shock audiences. The oscillations 
of love and abuse are terrifying to witness, a desperate sort of 
love only visible in  emotional climaxes. Her mother screams at 
her, ‘I never wanted to have you anyway.’ In one integral moment 
her father clutches at her, professing his love despite his frequent 
abuse. In these moments, one has to wonder what happened to her 
parents to make them like this, and indeed will Vera follow in their 
footsteps. 

The film ends on a shot that resembles the opening. Khmelik has 
said that the idea for the script came to her after she visited her 
husband’s home town for the first time. If it wasn’t made obvious 
throughout the film, here is the ultimate suggestion that the 
emotional and physical states of the citizen’s is ultimately tied to 
broken Soviet promises. 

Little Vera
VASILY PICHUL 

1988
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It is 1941 in Georgia, and light filters through the tree lined streets. 
The  young people in question have just finished school, they stroll 
down Tbilisi’s wide avenues, discussing their futures.  A military 
troop cuts their path short, in opposition to the group of friends, 
the military are uniformly dressed. The soldiers cut across path is 
a symbolic moment, representing the loss of the futures that will 
be stopped by an impending march that swept up the soldier’s 
lives themselves. In another moment, the kids parachute from 
the top of a structure at the town fair. Shot against the sun, they 
become shadows, mere shapes emblazoned across the sky and 
rid of individual features. It is a striking moment, eventually one girl 
remains, like a shadow against an empty sky. As she gazes at the 
fair, she has a vision of it empty: the rides swing hauntingly with no 
one on them.

Musicality drives the tragic events: from the songs they sing at 
school; to the classical music they are taught to play; religious choirs 
at church and the marching bands that drive their wartime marches. 
These changes in diegetic soundtrack are diverse and poignant, 
accentuating their tragic changes in circumstance and providing the 
film’s scenes with a deep resonance. In particular, when the boys 
begin to march, the camera focuses on individuals in the formation. 
Their naiveté and youth exemplified. The expressions on their faces 
range from excitement, to fear and despair. When the camera pulls 
away and shoots the action at a mid range each individual is lost 
and unrecognisable in a sea of uniform. 

700,000 Georgians served in WWII, and nearly 400,00 died. Of a 
country with a population of roughly 3.5 million in the 1940s, this 
was a considerable chunk of the population. 
On the front the soldiers meet other young boys from all over the 
Soviet Union, all of a sudden they are removed from their national 
identities, and are subsumed into the pan identity of the Soviet Union. 
In the military space, a frequent questions hedged from soldier to 

soldier is: ‘Where are you from?’ There is a variety in answers, given 
the sweeping range of the Soviet space. People from the same 
nationality find each other with gratitude, far away from home it is 
a gentle comfort.Their faces, once bathed in Georgia’s summer light 
and wide avenues, are now shot cramped into dark spaces. When 
the soldiers sit drinking, before a day of battle, the camera focuses 
on each of their faces individually, instead of shooting them together. 
The effect creates a sense of loneliness and distortion. Even in the 
same space they are fundamentally alone. There are frantic bursts 
of emotion in this environment, soldiers going mad, discussing the 
time they’ve lost: ‘Winter lost, summer lost, and more to go.’ It is a 
hopeless situation, so far removed from the young people’s original 
dreams, and they witness a madness that could consume them too, 
that is only if they are lucky enough to live.  

When the boys go into battle they are shot from above, the running 
along dirt roads it is impossible to tell who is who. There is a fire 
of bombs, dirt and debris into a chaotic and incoherent scene of 
destruction; highlighting the impersonal effects of war. Two of the 
Georgian boys duck in the trenches, the camera pans out and we see 
the devastating effect from the bombs in the field they were once 
in and tanks descending. The scene is swift, cluttered, relentless 
and confusing and leaves a visceral impact of the viewers who 
witness the bloodshed.The emotional highs and lows are caught 
wonderfully in Rezo Chkeidze’s work, a brief moment of laughter 
ends in tragedy when a piece of shrapnel hits one of the boys. The 
immediate shift from laughter to despair and surprise is terrifying. 
You can see in their eyes, how changed they are by this experience. 
The film never returns to Georgia, and neither do most of the boys, 
all but one dies. In a beautiful and tender testament to his friends, 
his writes their names on the wall, as one would at a school. This 
wall in particular is littered with names of soldiers, desperate to 
leave some trace of their life and sacrifice behind.

Look at These Young People
REZO CHKEIDZE

1969
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The ‘love berry’ the title refers to in question is the baby itself, 
thought to be the fruit of Zhan’s, an unsympathetic dandy’s, affair. 
Beginning with a couple’s argument on a bench, what follows is 
charming foray into an absurdist vaudeville comedy. It is a delightful 
merging of the slapstick and the ludicrous by one of film’s original 
masters. Aleksandr Dovzhenko was only 32 when he made his first 
film, Vasya the Reformer (1926). He probably would have made one 
even younger, had he not had to wait for technological advance. As 
a director, his poetic legacy has left an imprint not just on Ukrainian 
cinema, or silent cinema, but on world cinema. Known best for 
poetic cinema, in particular his haunting and challenging depictions 
of Ukraine’s troubles. The ‘Ukraine Trilogy’ is arguably his most 
famous work, and features the seminal films, Zvenigora (1928), 
Arsenal (1929) and Earth (1930), a series which is still hugely 
influential.  Due to his choice of subject, throughout his career, he 
walked a dangerous tightrope of scrutiny and censorship. 

Jeremy Carr for Senses of Cinema, stated that whilst it was only his 
sophomore film, Love’s Berries (1927) was his last with no overt 
motive or message. ‘For a few brief minutes, in the resort city of 
Yalta, Dozhenko convoyed a distinct lightness, a rare, delightful 
diversion.’ Because of this path not taken, we have obviously not 
come to remember Dozhenko for comedy, although his talents in 
the genre are distinct. Known for being one of the original pioneers 
of Soviet montage Dozhenko uses this to great value: in one scene 
Zhan attempts to foist the baby off onto a toy maker, it is edited 
expertly, each moment cuts at just the right time for the intended 
comedic effect. In another scene, Zhan attempts to look after the 
baby, having accidentally gotten it back. The camera cuts between 
him and the baby’s crying face. First he tries to feed the baby with a 
strange contraption, the baby continues to cry. Next he tries to play 
the baby guitar, the baby continues to cry and now, hilarious, with a 
fly on its face. Finally the camera cuts back to a shot of Zhan holding 
his guitar menacingly over the baby’s head.

The events turn into sidesplitting obscurity on several occasions. 
After being chased for attempting to leave the baby on a bench, 
a fight erupts between the deserter and one of the men who was 

sat on the bench. The men throw watermelons at each other, 
and brawl like Looney Tunes characters. On top of his technical 
expertise, and instinct for timing it is obvious that Dozhenko has 
a talent for directing actors. In a film full of trickery, he knows just 
where to place his cast, how to get them to pose and how to get 
them to emote. Action often happens in the background whilst 
one character remains blissfully ignorant. Or, Dozhenko creates a 
sequence grandiose and cartoonish in its nature. Film is sped up 
to make the characters look as though they are running at insane 
speeds. Grown men fight each other with hilarious inefficiency and 
utilise watermelons as weapons. In this pivotal fight scene, the fight 
is curtailed for one moment as they are requested to pose for a 
photography for ‘Around the World Magazine’ by a photographer. 
Zhan’s opponent has a watermelon split over his head as he poses. 
The pair recommence fighting as soon as the photograph is taken. 

Zhan receives a letter demanding that he brings his child to court. 
He is forced to re-obtain the child - he had finally managed to 
successfully fob him off on an unsuspecting citizen. Dovhenko’s 
caper across bucolic Yalta makes use of the town’s amenities. He 
pulls the pram behind a train in an attempt to make the court date 
in time. He orders a taxi, then a horse and carriage, and forces the 
driver to go at breakneck speed. As the  driver whips the horse, Zhan 
hits the driver with his cane. The film’s ultimate revelation that Zhan 
was tricked into marriage, and the baby was merely borrowed from 
his girlfriend’s aunt is a hilarious one. Finally settled, an intertitle 
reads, ‘The beginning of our family’s happiness.’ Shortly after his 
newly wed wife tells him the child was her aunt’s. Zhan experiences 
a flash of memory, a montage of the film’s most intense moments 
played in comedic succession. Zhan holds his head under the tap 
and the film abruptly ends. 

Whilst the rest of Dovzhenko’s career would see him release films of 
a serious nature, and engage in studio management centred around 
furthering Ukrainian film, it is wonderful to see this example of the 
far reaching capacities of his talent. It a work that reminds us of 
the place of laughter in the world and causes us to wonder what 
Dovzhenko would have done in a less politically unstable climate.

Love’s Berries
ALEKSANDR DOVZHENKO 

1927
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Tengiz Abuladze is regarded as one of the most important figures 
of the post-war film renaissance in Georgia. He eventually came to 
prominence under perestroika, when the final film of his 20 year 
trilogy, ’Repentance’ (1986), was banned due its expose of Stalinist 
terror. Although less well known outside of his homeland, Revaz 
Chkheidze likewise can lay claim to starting what could be termed 
as a New Wave in Georgian cinema. The two collaborated in 1955 
on Magdana’s Donkey, which was both directors’ debut fiction film. 
A year later it won Best Short Fiction Film at Cannes Film Festival, 
bringing international recognition and acclaim to a film community 
hitherto unknown to the world.

The story is simple, truthful and dramatic, with a beautiful score by 
Archil Kereselidze. It was adapted from a widely read and beloved 
children’s short story by one of Georgia’s first feminist writers, 
Ekaterina Gabashvili, known for her stark depictions of peasant life. 
It follows poor widow Magdana (Dudukhana Tserodze) at the turn 
of the 20th century in a small village that overlooks a bristling town 
below. Everyday she ventures along the rural roads and hillsides 
selling a yoghurt-based drink (matsoni) to the locals, scrimping 
together what she can for her children. 

Making the difficult journey to and from the market is back-breaking 
work, but it’s their only source of income. Her luck suddenly changes 
when she stumbles across a badly beaten donkey, which she nurses 
back to health. They call him Lurja (meaning ‘blue-eyed’), and he 
later becomes an indispensable assistant to the widow, and a 
source of hope and joy for her children. Their luck, however, doesn’t 
last long. Avaricious court officials take the side of the donkey’s 
wealthier owner, a coal merchant named Mitua, who had initially left 
the poor animal for dead. He sues Magdana and bribes the judge, 
and has the donkey eventually returned to him. Though it seems 
good may exist in Gabashvili’s universe, there can be no justice. 

What elevates this deceptively simple period drama is its neorealistic 
approach, which gently pushed the ideological boundaries of Soviet 
cinema at the time. At surface level, it remained within the tradition 
of socialist realism: Magdana occupies the role of working class 
citizen in opposition to bourgeois corruption, and therefore the film 
serves as an adequate denunciation of Russia’s Tsarist past. 

On a more subtle level, however, what we are we witnessing is 
an important stylistic turning point not only for Georgian cinema, 
but Soviet cinema in general. Abuladze and Chkheidze seamlessly 
blend past and present, or rather the two coexist harmoniously: 
low-angular close-up shots of the films’ heroes, shot in gorgeous 
black and white, are an obvious nod to early Soviet silent film 
aesthetics; whilst the move away from melodrama to a grittier, 
dramaturgical depiction reflects a developing trend in early 1950s 
European cinema, in particular Italian neorealism pioneered by the 
likes of Rosselini and Vittorio de Sica. Magdana’s Donkey, however, 
takes these influences and explores them in a specific cultural 
framework on Georgian soil, whereby the village becomes a locus 
for introspection on a national level. 

Although it may not reach the more ambitious polyphonic heights of 
Abuladze’s later works, the film laid the groundwork for what would 
later be considered the hallmark of Georgian cinema of the post-
Stalinist period: a general though accurate portrayal of everyday life 
in all its randomness and simplicity, stories told almost artlessly and 
without pretence, where the disparate stories of local peoples and 
places grant expression to an entire nation. Indeed, Abuladze put it 
best himself when he said that art is ‘the creation of harmony from 
chaos, the extraction of form from formlessness.’ 

Magdana’s Donkey is a wonderfully accessible introduction to the 
increasingly complex and idiosyncratic ways the two directors 
would later go on to develop this philosophy. 

Magdena’s Donkey
TENGIZ ALUBADZE & REVAZ CHKEIDZE 

1956
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Gerald Bezhanov’s film follows the tropes of an American romantic 
comedy but with a delightfully Soviet twist. Whilst charming 
in its own right, looking back on it now also provides ultimate 
nostalgia value, as it is so seeped in cultural artefacts: the fashion, 
the pingpong, the underground market of western clothing; the 
office culture and the gender dynamics. Even the black eye Nadia 
sustains at the beginning of the film is as a result of a now extinct 
social duty to help police control the streets. 

Nadia is certainly not a Hollywood heroine. She is genuinely down 
to earth, uninterested in glamour and having given up on the 
prospect of men, she tells her friend Suzanna, ‘Men are a class 
that simply do not exist for me.’ Bezhanov was, at the time, an 
inexperienced director but he fervently believed in the script. He 
knew that the key to making The Most Charming and Attractive a 
success would be the casting. He chased Irina Muravyova for the 
role, an unconventional and optimistic move for a new director: 
‘Without Muravyova there would be no picture. For six months 
I followed her, knelt and begged her husband…she is a unique 
actress! Both creative and sympathetic.’  

Muravyova was already highly regarded, in demand and difficult 
to convince.  She had already showed incredible talent in her roles 
in Moscow Does Not Believe in Tears (1979) and Carnival (1981) 
and consequently turned down a multitude of roles. Watching The 
Most Charming and Attractive, Bezhanov’s obsession explains 
itself. It is rare that an actress is so composed, so natural and 
so utterly believable. As Nadia, she strikes the perfect balance 
between practical optimism and a secret and self-aware wit at the 
absurdity of her situation.  This comes out at unexpected moments, 
catching us off guard as an audience. Her comedic moments 
are memorable, for instance when she plays into her colleagues’ 
attempts to impress a woman on the train by pretending to be a 
travelling band, by doing a fake acapella set which exposes them 
as frauds.  Her relationship with Suzanna, the former classmate 
and a force of nature, also provides similarly hilarious material. 

After her and Suzanna’s chance meeting on a bus, she submits 
to Suzanna’s ‘scientific’ charm regime sceptically, possibly just 
as a good-natured gesture to her friend, as opposed to any 

real desire to ensnare Volodya, the office heartthrob complete 
with a dodgy mop hair cut and a penchant for his walkman. Her 
reservations are met with obstinance from Suzanna. ’Consider 
me your doctor, and just take the treatment I am prescribing you.’ 
This is another unusual and charming element to this romantic 
comedy, when compared to the unachievable glamour of its 
Hollywood cousins. Even their attempts to be glamorous are 
haphazard. When Suzanna takes Nadia to the black market trader 
he accuses of Nadia of being ‘from the Urals’ when she balks 
at the prices. Beyond this, Suzanna and Nadia are two highly 
intelligent scientists, and are quite openly respected as such by 
their colleagues. Fundamentally, they are regular 1980’s women. 
This realism is reflected in the sets and cost, the whole film only 
cost 500,000 roubles and they used a real research institute to 
film in. Even the fashion is taken directly from the actresses’ own 
wardrobes. 

There is a glorious and bittersweet reality to the relationships 
presented. The revelation that Suzanna’s husband cheats on her, 
which he admits himself is nothing to do with Suzanna and is 
instead because of his need for passion, is poignantly human. This 
revelation is not a point of tension or drama, more the slow burning 
discontent that pervades many relationships. Nadia refuses to 
cover for him and her troubled look speaks volumes. As viewers 
we do the work to piece together Suzanna’s motives in aiding 
Nadia; we also understand that she will not leave her husband and 
Nadia will probably never directly mention the incident to Suzanna. 

Another moment which reflects the film’s penchant for authenticity 
is Volodya’s disinterest in Nadia, despite her transformation. Even 
at a concert where Nadia has calculatedly given him a free ticket, 
he is more interested in chasing a young woman standing in 
the queue. However, this disappointment is turned into another 
moment of practical optimism from Nadia who simply takes it into 
her stride. The end of the film sees Nadia return to playing table 
tennis with her colleague. When Gena sees her come downstairs 
he breaks out into a smile so large and honest it would melt the 
heart of the most cynical viewer. The closing shots of the duo 
playing table tennis are all that is needed for a satisfying end . This 
is one of the most charming romantic comedies out there. 

The Most Charming and Attractive
GERALD BEZHANOV 

1985
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In Melnikov’s film we get see St Petersburg from two perspectives. 
The film begins with black and white film images of construction, 
first we see scaffolding erected. Then, in an aerial shot we see 
materials pulled up to the top. Next, we see women chipping away 
at wood, their head scarves covering their mouths so they do not 
breath in the dust, these women notably do not have any form of 
protective gear. Shortly after, we see the fashionable streets of 
Leningrad, filled with people in expensive clothing and in western 
cars. Whilst the focus is on Boris and his mother Zina, a working 
class family, Melnikov makes the fact his film is a tale of two cities 
evident throughout. Boris’ aunt works in the centre as a tour guide, 
and walks people through the city’s landmarks, the recent history of 
war, now turned into a tourist attraction.

Boris is played by the exceptional Nikolai Burlyaev, who famously 
stared in Andrei Tarkovsky’s Ivan’s Childhood. He embodies the 
charm and awkwardness of teenage years. Boris or Borya, as he 
prefers to be called until a girl tells him he should use his ‘adult name’, 
is undeniably hardworking. During the day he works at a cafe, and 
at nighttime he takes on cash in hand labour jobs in the city. This 
relentless schedule is undertaken so he can afford a present for 
his mother.The pair are like ships in the night. Boris often returns 
just to sleep whilst his mother sees Viktor, her new boyfriend or 
works. Zina works in construction. With her predominantly female 
colleagues she is renovating a majestic building. 

There are wonderful scenes featuring these women, who sunbathe 
on the roof in their breaks and discuss their lives with a great deal 
of humour. The house belongs to an old man, who is a the image 
of the quintessential Leningrad intellectual. He and Zina talk at the 
window and enjoy Bach together; whilst Bach is an unknown name 
for Zina the music speaks for itself; and both enjoy its transcendental 
and unifying experience in one of the film’s most touching images. 
In fact, music is a integral element in Mother Got Married, the 
melancholic rise and fall of classical music accompanying everyday 
activities such as physical work and casual conversation, imbues the 
quotidian elements of people’s lives with a quiet sense of beauty. 

After the majesty of Leningrad, with the grand cathedrals and broad 
avenues, as viewers we are shocked when we see the suburb where 
Zina and Boris live. It is a place where the roads are half built, and 
fields are surrounded by electrical pylons. It Is evidently designed 
to serve the greater needs of the city,  as perhaps are the suburbs 
inhabitants who face long commutes into the centre for work but 
are only able to afford life on the city’s edge. 

The major point of tension within Melnikov’s film is between mother 
and son. Having lived relatively co-dependent lives, as just the two 
of them, Viktor’s introduction has shaken the delicate balance of 
their relationship. Viktor is a tractor driver. He is honest, kind and 
loves Zina but he earns Boris’ vitriol. Interestingly, alongside the 
palpable jealousy, Boris treats Viktor with derision for his lack of 
cultural interest. Boris has a portrait of Antoine de Saint-Exupery 
hanging on his wall, a nod to his inner sensitivity. When Viktor does 
not know who that is, he mocks him, not regarding him as good 
enough for the family despite his genuine and kind hearted nature. 

The relationship between mother and son, underpins the entire film 
and is profoundly complex. Both the script and the performance by 
the main characters successfully delve into the many layers of love, 
aggression and affection between two people who have relied upon 
each other for years. Boris, whilst mature and hardworking outside 
of the house, is prone to petty behaviour and ridiculing his mother in 
the family home. In turn, his mother, who has undeniably sacrificed 
a lot for Boris remains relatively tone deaf to his understandable 
feelings of rejection. 

The stages of their relationship throughout the film swing from high 
to low. Having been each other’s everything, they are forced to 
reorient to a new relationship, and to answer whether their former 
insularity can be replaced by a new kind of caring. Zina asks Boris 
whether he can bear her having another child, he replies he can 
bear it. The last scene of the film sees Boris frantically comforting 
his mother. He brings her a glass of water, ready to take on a new 
role as her caregiver. 

Mother Got Married
VITALY MELNIKOV 

1969
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The narrator tells us, ‘Sometimes when I’m reading or writing, I hear 
the footsteps of a small child…my own.’ The first shot of the film is in 
colour, of the small white statue of a woman, resting on a bookshelf 
filled with records. There is a black and white photograph on the 
wall, the handheld camera lingers on it briefly, mimicking the nature 
of human vision. There is a disconnect here between narration and 
scope, what German has chosen to show the viewer is the material 
and tangible facts of life; this is in contrast to the uneasy and almost 
unintentional-seeming act of memory undertaken by the narrator. 
We pass a small boy seeing through the narrator’s eyes, ‘That’s my 
grandson,’ he tells us,  ‘A good boy.’  It sounds almost as though it is 
an afterthought. Then all of a sudden, as viewers, we are transported 
back to an, as of yet, unnamed narrator’s black and white past.

Aleksei German, as a director,  in his impressive oeuvre, is often 
compelled by the past. His films have tackled the dark subjects of 
war and the oppressive years of Stalinism post war. Undoubtedly, 
My Friend Ivan Lapshin (1985) is his most personal film: an 
exploration on memory, consciousness and the deep draw of the 
unresolved past.  Set in the cramped but loving environment of a 
1930s communal apartment, German draws from the short stories 
of his own father, Yuri German, to re-invoke that time.  German’s 
successful recreation of the aesthetics of the time has prompted 
applause from many critics. Allegedly,  the wonderful array of 
characters proliferating their cramped world are based on people 
Yuri German knew in real life. So, no doubt, My Friend Ivan Lapshin 
(1985) is filled with elements that have come to inform the director’s 
own life and upbringing.  

For a film that runs at just over 90mins, the polyphonic strands 
of narrative played with by German are masterful. The titular 
Ivan Lapshin, unsurprisingly, acts as their common denominator. 
Through him we experience his struggle with unrequited love, 
his attempts to catch the notorious Solovev and his gang and his 
relationship with the other residents of the communal apartment. 
There is a peculiar romance in the way that Lapshin is portrayed, 
through the vestiges of time the narrator retains a rose tinted and 
romantic perspective on the police detective; in spite of Lapshin’s 

brutal decision to murder Solovev after Solovev’s surrender. This is 
not the only way German, who would go on to briefly use a child as 
an unreliable narrator in the infamous Khrustalyov! My Car (1998), 
seeks to actively distort the events of the film. 

From a technical perspective, there is notably less use of montage 
to propel plot and sequence than most modern films. Montage, 
amongst many other things, situates two different shots as 
happening simultaneously or in quick succession of each other. 
German, instead uses long travelling shots, which evoke a sense of 
disorientation. Scenes are cut together at a fast pace, with little to 
establish them. As if we are explicitly privy to someone’s memory, 
there is no way for the viewer to work out the timeline of these 
events. On top of this, there is a multitude of sounds that happen 
off screen, German himself said that this was intentional, he wanted 
to increase the ‘documentary’ qualities of the film.  Famed for his 
Kubrick-esque perfectionism and fixation with detail; German in an 
interview stated that he even went as far as to personally choose 
extras from photographs gathered by the crew, and on set everyone 
would be dressed in period clothing, down to their underwear. This 
even went for extras whose faces were invisible. Again, these 
technical devices exist at a strange tension with the nature of 
memory. Why has German gone to such technical lengths, both in 
terms of set design, camerawork and sound, in order to deliberately 
subvert this realism at every turn? It is an exceptionally fertile line of 
enquiry, and forms the basis of the film’s power. 

Another vital part of German’s film is its cultural specificity, he 
himself joked that it is ‘Weird to imagine people sitting in an 
American cinema watching my movie.’ Whilst art can translate 
universally, one can see his point. The Soviet project is embedded 
into the dialogue of German’s film: virtually every character portrayed 
happily believes in the project of socialism. This imbues the film with 
a sense of optimism which is at cross purposes with the impending 
Stalinist purges and world war which German himself has been so 
critical of.  As with every moment in My Friend Ivan Lapshin (1985), 
we are pulled into a strange game of trickery, German shows us his 
hand, and then tells us something else entirely.

My Friend Ivan Lapshin
ALEKSEI GERMAN 

1985
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A round table surrounded by tall seats and representatives is the 
centre piece of My Grandmother (1929). It configures as a bizarre 
and experimental mainframe of both the film and its narrative, and 
as a symbol for the way society is run. Using grotesque and surreal 
imagery, My Grandmother is a vitriolic and terrifying commentary 
on bureaucracy and its machinations. Each of the seats has a title 
on it, establishing who each person is. From the outside of the circle, 
one can see that the seats resemble doors. There are enormous 
and overflowing waste bins outside each of the doors, an on the 
nose symbol for the system itself: long, complicated and producing 
mounds of waste. Inside the circle, the superintendent cackles 
maniacally. A lovelorn official throws paper planes at a beautiful 
typist, the words ‘I love you; are written on it. His lips are painted to 
look almost like a puppet. His movement are jerky and strange. In 
the first five minutes of the film, after the typist’s rejection, he shoots 
himself. We see the world through his eyes flicker and distort, which 
in the 1920s would have been the work of a highly innovative editor. 
He theatrically dies. 

There are several incredible, experimental techniques involved in the 
making of My Grandmother. These, even the better part of a century 
later, still seem sophisticated. For the 1920s, this is practically 
unprecedented. Julia Zelman for East European Film Ballerina, 
described it best to view the film as, ‘An explosion of experimental 
energy, channeled through every available camera trick and 
editing technique, than as a coherent film.’ This is undeniably true: 
the sets are constructivist platforms that stun visually, from the 
aforementioned table and the large slanted staircase, which the 
workers never seem to climb, instead opting to slide up and down 
the bannister; there are double exposures, fast paced montage 
sequences and stop motion animation. In one scene a man with 
a briefcase, merely called ‘man with a briefcase’ enters the room. 
The letters in the briefcase fly out, seemingly independently. The 
letters goes round the table, stopping at each individual before 
flying off; another analogy for the hopelessness of bureaucracy 
in the new Soviet Union. The bureaucrats write all over pieces of 
paper, randomly and haphazardly until they are virtually illegible. 
Signs read ‘ Do not smoke.’ The workers smoke under them, lazily 

blowing the smoke away from their faces.The main plot configures 
around a manager getting fired and needing to acquire a letter of 
recommendation from someone of esteem, or as they describe it a 
‘grandmother’. In shock at the expulsion from the office, he tries to 
hang himself. The toys and ornaments around him become animate. 
His wife and daughter dance. He sees his daughter about to open 
the newspaper which sparked the unfortunate chain of events: in an 
article he was named and shamed for his laziness and fired because 
of it. His likeness in the paper becomes animated and runs from his 
wife, a tiny illustration scampering across the floor. It is an incredibly 
surreal scene, and a visual masterpiece. After the insanity and 
freakishness of the office; this shows us life is bizarre, nonsensical 
and violent across society. Even his wife and child are uncanny and 
unsympathetic, and his surroundings are as hostile and strange as 
the office. His wife tries to fight him, and even throws him out the 
window. His daughter locks herself in a closet.

Whilst Kote Mikaberidze thought his film would be safe from 
the censors, due to his satirisation of bureaucrats and eventual 
celebration of the proletariat, this did not transpire to be the case. 
My Grandmother was shelved for around forty years. Eventually 
during the Thaw of the 1970s, it was released.  In retrospect is it 
unsurprising the authorities found the film objectionable. There is 
no remit to the absurdity and the darkness inherent in the film, and 
whilst this should be allowed under artistic licence, the censors were 
unhappy with the challenges the film posed to viewers. The wife 
chases the manager, hoping to kill him. When his fortunes change, 
she begs that he take her back, crying what appear to be tears of 
blood. The end of the film sees the manager attempt to get his job 
back, with a letter of recommendation from grandmother. He burst 
through the walls of the offices. He approaches a director with a 
letter of recommendation, who tells him, ‘Directors change, positions 
stay.’ Every time he tries to give his letter of recommendation the 
director disappears and is replaced by a new one. This is clearly a 
commentary on the ever changing face of bureaucracy. It speaks to 
the instability for the individual in each position, but simultaneously 
the eternality of position and power, which encompasses lives 
across society.

My Grandmother
KOTE  MIKABERIDZE

1929
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Mikhail Romm’s voiceover implores the viewer to assess how 
socialist the National Socialist Party were in reality. This peculiar 
stress leads to an implicit comparison between the USSR and 
Germany. Romm’s documentary is a suggestive masterpiece, one 
that simultaneously reveals and hides itself in the implicit. His ability 
to invoke the power of suggestion is in no doubt due to his choice of 
genre: compilation film. Compilation film was, in the Soviet context, 
a technique pioneered by Eshfir Shub in the revolutionary era. 
Her film, The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty (1927) used a similar 
technique to draw a picture of life around the days of the revolution. 
Using archival footage, especially from that of the Tsar’s resident 
cameraman, she was able to compile the film around a specific 
thesis: the excess of the Romanovs and the veracity of socialism’s 
project. Romm’s work, released around forty years later, used the 
same technique. Utilising a combination of newsreel footage, which 
had been confiscated from the Reich Film Archive and taken to 
Moscow in 1945; as well as photographs, including portraits by 
Hitler’s private photographer, Heinrich Hoffman, and contemporary 
hidden camera footage of quotidian life in the USSR. 

Whilst compiled and edited in a similar manner to Shub’s film, 
Ordinary Fascism uses a series of techniques that subvert the genre. 
Where Shub’s depiction of the revolution has a clear message, Romm 
informs the viewer of the documentary’s limitations. In writing, before 
the film begins, he states that the documentary does not intend to 
cover all the complexities of fascism. Instead, he wishes ‘together 
with the audience to ponder over this phenomenon.’ Instantly, the 
stage is set for assessment. Romm speaks directly to the viewer 
in commanding voice over, as we watch carefully chosen images. 
These are images of children’s pictures, which change into scenes 
of typical life in Moscow and Warsaw. Romm says, ‘For every child, 
his mother is best and most unique.’ A woman in Moscow bends 
down to pick up her child and he uses a freeze-frame to crystallise 
that moment of love. Abruptly the music stops, and a static image 
appears. A photograph of a Nazi soldier pointing a gun at a woman 
holding her child. The music in the background stops and a shot is 
heard. As the shot rings out the camera zooms in on the photo, now 
with the soldier removed from the frame and the desperate mother 

filling the screen. This juxtaposition is deliberately abrupt and 
shocking after the philosophical rumination into perspective and 
individualism. ‘Playing’ with that one static photograph he is able 
to impress the magnitude of pain the image alone may not have 
conveyed. At the film’s start, when Romm discusses the limitations 
of documentary, he establishes the challenge that fascism’s 
tendency to censor itself and to not leave behind visual records of 
wrongdoings, offers to the filmmaker. He uses compilation to give 
more power to the limited images he does have at his disposal. 

Even when faced with limitations of resource on his topic, he is 
able to portray his message through emphasis and juxtaposition. 
His voiceover is instructive at times, like a teacher he guides us 
through the compiled work and speaks in imperatives. At one 
point he tells us, ‘Let us listen to it’ when showing viewers a rally in 
Germany before turning silent. In contrast, he talks over footage of 
Mussolini, pointing out the blackened space to the dictator’s right. 
The negatives were marked, in order to eradicate someone that 
Mussolini did not like from the image. In all likelihood, it was probably 
Victor Immanuel. Whilst Mussolini speaks to the crowd, next to the 
black space, Romm continues to talk, telling us it is not important for 
us to hear his speech and we should simply watch the expressions 
on his face. Romm’s work claims to merely reflect. However, there 
is no doubt that the central aim is to build the comparison between 
Nazism and Stalinism, by showing the mechanisms of fascism. 
Using compilation and a wide array of footage he shows us the 
sheer terror of mob mentality and hero worship. When interspersed 
with footage from the Soviet Union, his point is subtle but palpable. 
Romm’s guiding voiceover often tells us categorically what to think, 
whilst maintaining his film is a speculative journey. When talking 
over footage of men from the Red Army, he tells us they are not 
heroes, but merely men. This reiteration of people’s ordinariness 
starts from the film’s inception. In a disturbing sequence Romm 
shows us amateur photographs kept by Nazi soldiers. We see 
intimate family pictures mixed with images of torture that are 
being kept as souvenirs, establishing Hannah Arendt’s phrase ‘the 
banality of evil’, as a presence in the film and its capacity to exist in 
our own societies. 

Ordinary Fascism
MIKHAIL ROMM

1965
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Based on the epic poetry of Georgian literary hero Vazha-Pshavela 
(the pen-name of Luka Razikashvili), The Plea is a ghostly 
meditation on religious conflict and the cruelties and suffering 
it engenders. It has a filmic language and symbolism born from 
the transfugurative overcoming of human suffering, beyond 
which lies either chaos or salvation. It is the first film of Tengiz 
Abuladze’s famous trilogy, preceding The Wishing Tree (1976) 
and Repentance (1987). If one thing binds these three films, it is 
Abuladze’s enduring belief that one should say “only the truth, 
to say yes if your heart says yes, to say no if your heart says 
no.”.  Faithful to this philosophy, The Plea glances back upon the 
past with unwavering honesty and lyrical ambition. The dialogue, 
entirely made up of poetic verse, is mostly narrated over faces that 
should be speaking, but whose voiceless expressions and inward 
thoughts alone speak more faithfully to Vazha-Pshavela’s vision 
and the spirit of Georgia as a nation scarred by religious enmity. 

Aesthetically and musically, the influences are varied. The pilgrim 
at times resembles Bergman’s Antonius Block, and there is a 
funeral procession towards the end of the film reminiscent of 
Theodor Dreyer. And of course, like Parajanov, Abuladze gives us 
a modernist take on a culturally specific literature and topography.  
However, Nodar Gabunia’s score and Aleksandr Antipenko’s 
cinematography make it feel like a unique vision in its own right,  
translating poetry to screen with a decisiveness and confidence 
unmatched by other filmmakers of the period.  

“Don’t let me just live and breed,” the narrator pleads during the 
film’s opening sequence. A pilgrim (who, we assume, is also the 
narrator) is wandering through a seemingly timeless wilderness 
with an insatiable thirst “to grow the sprouts of joy” before he 
meets his death. The story centres around two episodes of conflict 
in the mountains between the Muslim Kistins and the Christian 
Khevsurs. The pilgrim, Aluda (a Khevsur), is on the hunt for a Kistin 
horse thief named Mutsil, which results in a solemn shootout 

framed by the cascading meltwater of the surrounding mountains. 
Mutsil is eventually shot dead, although Aluda’s triumph is coupled 
with a sudden realisation of his enemy’s innate human dignity. In 
light of such an epiphany, he renounces the Khevsur custom of 
cutting off his enemy’s hand. To his fellow villagers’ dismay, he 
responds with an even more radical renunciation of local custom: 
he also wants to make a sacrifice in honour of the murdered Kitsin. 
As a result of his sacrilegious pronouncements, the villagers turn 
on him and is home is destroyed. 

The pilgrim of the second story will go on to tell a farmer of how 
his home was sacked, suggesting that we are now following Aluda 
on his subsequent wanderings (though, mysteriously, he calls 
himself Nunua and is played by a different actor). The story has 
been now reversed, and it is a Kistin hunter named Dzhokola who 
finds in it his heart to help the lone Khevsur traveller. As with the 
previous story, the Kistin villagers are outraged that he should be 
so generous to someone who, as it turns out, is known recently to 
have killed two local Kistins. Unsurprisingly, they call for revenge, 
but their protestations fall on deaf ears. Dzhokola, unperturbed 
by their accusations, insists that his faith requires that he be 
hospitable to his guest, irrespective of his creed. As in the previous 
episode, his behaviour doesn’t go unpunished, and, even more 
severely than before, he is made to watch the traveller perish and 
is then executed. 

The two stories, then, involve men of enemy faiths who 
nonetheless recognise each other’s innate humanity, revealing 
how the moral codes of individuals and communities intersect and 
often rupture. Theologically, it contends that good and evil, far from 
being two separate competing entities, are inextricably linked and 
thus experienced in degrees. Abuladze invokes and transcends 
the poetic vision of Vazha-Pshavela, transposing the latter’s critical 
eye to the Soviet way of being as a powerful challenge to received 
notions of justice, oppression and social conformity. 

The Plea
TENGIZ ABULADZE

1967
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Tengiz Abuladze’s most highly acclaimed and contentious work is 
a complex and multi-layered parable about official evil and its heirs. 
It combines moments of stark realism and grotesque hallucination 
to allegorise the psychological, social and spiritual consequences of 
totalitarian rule. To those outside the Soviet Union the message is 
a universal one, though at home the film is considered a cultural 
and political milestone for its long-suppressed portrayal of 
Josef Stalin in the character of Varlam Aviradze. Varlam (whose 
surname means ‘no one’) resembles not only Stalin and his secret 
police chief Lavrenti Beria, but also various spectres of twentieth-
century European history: his Hitler moustache and bombastic 
Mussoliniesque gesticulations may well imply an attempt to avoid 
too direct a satire of the Goergia-born leader, opting instead for 
what Abuladze has termed a ‘generalised mask of evil.’ In this 
sense, Varlam is both ‘no one’ and ‘everyone’. Nevertheless, the film 
was banned for two years, and it wasn’t until after Gorbachev had 
been in power for 15 months that the film was reaccepted by the 
Union of Cinematographers (of which Elem Klimov, a good friend of 
Abuladze, had recently taken charge). “You know about wine, don’t 
you?” Abuladze asked one interviewer with a wry smile. “Good 
wine needs time to mature.”

The story takes place in a small, unnamed Georgian town. As a 
baker prepares cakes adorned with decorative churches, we learn 
that the town mayor (Varlam) is dead. Following his ceremonial 
burial, at which he is lauded as a hero, his corpse is repeatedly 
disinterred and placed upright against a tree in the family estate. 
The aforementioned baker, Ketevan Barateli, is eventually caught 
in the act of exhuming the body and shot in the arm by Varlam’s 
grandson. She confesses in police custody, though admits no guilt. 
“I will do it again,” she insists. “To bury him is to bury what he did.” 
Her testimony in court, told in flashbacks, forms the body of the 
proceeding narrative, in which we are told of the personal horrors 
she and her family have had to face at the hands of Varlam’s bullying 
regime. The heirs to this regime, particularly son and grandson, now 
face a moral choice. As the film’s title suggests, it’s the search for 
repentance that will ultimately shape the destiny of the town and 

the inner lives of its inhabitants. 

On first viewing you’ll be forgiven for not recognising that both 
Varlam and his son, Abel, are played by the same actor (Avtandil 
Makharadze). It is testament to Makharadze’s supreme talent that 
father and son seem so fundamentally different (even physically) 
yet still somehow share an ineffably sinister commonality. Having 
inherited his father sins, he is fated to keep up the same lies. The 
difference is that, though Varlam relished his evil doings, Abel is 
consumed by fear. There is a scene towards the end of the film 
reminiscent of Bergman’s The Seventh Seal, where Abel descends 
into a nightmarish underworld and tries confessing to a faceless 
priest eating a fish. The latter accuses him of preaching atheism 
while wearing a cross: “A lonely unbeliever thinks only of death…
you’re not repenting, you’re coming here out of fear.” The priest 
turns out to be Varlam, and suddenly Abel is back in court holding 
the fish carcass, which his wife snatches away and throws to the 
ground. It is the grandson, Tornike, whose guilt we truly believe to 
be genuine, yet the film’s final scenes suggest his repentance alone 
is not sufficient for the kind of collective renewal Abuladze is hinting 
at. 

The theme of repentance and the film’s endless religious imagery 
clearly denote a mentality inimical to that of Soviet ideology, but 
Abuladze’s vision stretches far beyond the tradition/progress 
dichotomy. Perhaps the film’s most enduring image is the destruction 
of the local church, one of the few remaining monuments linking 
past and present, which had recently been used as a monstrous 
scientific laboratory. The church here represents the human spirit 
and folk morality, memory and wisdom, a point Boris Vasilyev was 
at pains to emphasise upon the film’s initial release. Varlam has not 
just destroyed a church, but the very faith of the people, not only 
their faith in truth but in each other. The film’s final line, spoken by 
the great Georgian actress Veriko Anjaparidze, asks a question on 
the lips of an entire people: “What use is a road if it doesn’t lead to 
a church?”

Repentance
TENGIZ ABULADZE

1987
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In one scene, the unruly boys run back to the dorms with their 
breakfast. The camera focuses on one, larger than the others and 
rough around the edges,  as he eats at breakneck speed. As soon as 
he finishes he grabs the bowl of the boy next to him and finishes his 
plate as well. In response the second boy grabs the bowl of the boy 
to the right of him. This process continues all the way down the line, 
in a brutal representation of survival of the fittest. The Republic of 
ShKID (1966) does not shy away from the issues of nurture, human 
nature’s ugly survivalist qualities and the complicated nature of 
rehabilitation. Despite the fact boys are provided for, they are unable 
to rid themselves of the rules of the street. The film investigates the 
the psychological impact of instability and hunger in children’s early 
years with humour and realism.

Based on Grigory Belykh and Leonid Panteleev’s cult novel about 
homeless children in the 1920s, Gennadi Poloka brings this much 
loved tale of tension and tragedy to life with realism, and tender 
characterisations. Poloka even went as far as to hire children who 
had experienced similar problems to the characters they were 
portraying. This not only benefits the verisimilitude of the film, as the 
children play their roles with unrivalled authenticity; it is also a nod 
to the autobiographical nature of the original text. Panteleev and 
Belykh drew from their own childhood experiences when writing 
the novel, and Poloka recognised that it would be a disservice to 
the experience of the novelists to direct a film that was inauthentic. 

The acronym ShKID, stands for the Dostoevsky School of Social-
Labour Education and was a well known Soviet institution. The 
deal drawn for the boys, part of a wave of children displaced after 
the sweeping violence of the revolution and the industrialisation 
processes, is that they must attend the orphanage as juvenile 
offenders. There is an interesting tension here, as children were part 
of the new Soviet nation’s utopic vision: the youth would be born 
free of the classist and inequal values held by their predecessors. 
In theory, children would be born into Soviet system and become 
its unblemished upholders. In reality, structural and social issues 
proliferated, and children were born into a life of crime and violence. 
There is enormous disconnect between the social values imposed 
by the state and its pedagogical aims and the real needs of the 

boys. The literature teacher, Pavel Ivanonovich, seems to intuitively 
understand this, and instead of forcing his hardly literate class to 
read the Russian classics, instead sings folksongs with them as a 
gateway to education. This is misunderstood by the headteacher,  
Viktor Sorokin,  who fires the literature teacher. In response the 
children band together and riot, a riot that would ‘Rival anything 
the school had seen before.’ Viktor sees the children’s upset and 
intuits a need for a different kind of understanding. He realises the 
boys love music and after reprimanding them plays a song on the 
piano. The boys crowd around him, moved by the song and their 
memories of it. 

The montage of the boy’s riot, and the subsequent scene where 
they sing with Viktor are very interesting cinematically. Poloka 
employs a variety of cinematic techniques: the camera work 
alternates between constant tracking and movement to static at a 
fast pace. The patterns and rhythms of the editing and camera work 
are unusual, taking a different approach scene to scene and creating 
a sort of ruptured quality. It works wonderfully alongside the boys’ 
frantic, changeable energies and emotions. Poloka commented on 
his approach, ‘In a work of art, movement is one of the components 
of cohesion. When I plan each episode, I look for the point of surprise 
and shock. I am always thinking of how to find it, through a close 
up, or a long shot; with a slow approach or a quick one. The camera 
becomes movable, it allows you to go anywhere.’ 

The film gives a rounded and honest approach to rehabilitation, 
and this complex subject is dealt with wonderfully with cinematic 
language. Poloka’s numerous techniques serve the breadth 
of emotions represented well: from the moments of hope and 
camaraderie; to the moments of violent disappointment. As the 
boys fall prey to their own survivalist and capitalist instincts inside 
the school it questions both human nature and the Soviet project. 
Ultimately, the film’s ending is fittingly tragic and realistic, an 
indication that whilst you may leave the streets its problems still 
wait for you just outside the door. What we are left with, however, 
is the small sense of hope that teachers such as Viktor Sorokin are 
taking on the gargantuan task of educating thousands of misplaced 
and forgotten children. Certainly, no one seems posed to do it better. 

Republic of ShKID
GENNADI POLOKA

1966
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Selkinchek means swing in Kyrgyz, and this childlike symbol of joy 
is the centrepiece of Aktan Abdykalykov’s deeply personal work. 
Filmed in Kok-moinok gorge, a village of extreme natural beauty in 
the Issyk-Kul region of Kyrgyzstan, Selkinchek begins with bucolic 
shots and the arrival of strong winds. The winds in their force seem 
almost mythological and are certainly pathetic fallacy, symbolising 
the harsh storm that the lead character, the little boy Mirlan, is about 
to weather. After the initial pastoral beauty, the film cuts to Mirlan 
pushing Ainura on the swing, accompanied by his friend. We see 
the giddy up and down from Ainura’s perspective and the joy on the 
faces of the two young boys. 

The film is Abdykalykov’s second feature and the first in his 
autobiographical trilogy which comprises of Selkinchek, Beshkempir 
(1998) and Maimyl (2001). The second film, Beshkempir (1998) is 
considered to be one of the best 100 Asian films of all time and 
won a Silver Leopard at Locarno Film Festival. It details his father’s 
alcoholism, his discovery of his adoption and his coming of age. 
Maimyl (2001) depicts Abdykalykov’s teenage years in a provincial 
town and his work on the railroad, before his departure for military 
service. Maimyl was similarly successful, sweeping up awards on 
the festival circuit and screening in the Un Certain Regard category 
at Cannes festival. These films, highly personal and symbolic in 
nature end in adulthood and leaving home. They are concerned 
with the pain of adolescence, disillusionment and loss of innocence. 
Selkinchek, the beginning of this bittersweet trilogy, is about 
both first heartbreak and the first steps away from the innocent 
happiness of childhood. Mirlan, who has spent the first decade of 
his life playing with Ainura, the neighbour’s daughter, and his friend 
Bakyula, one day runs  straight into the arms of a visiting sailor. 
The sailor picks him up and gazes past him, toward his 16 year old 
love. We see the recognition on Mirlan’s face, beautifully played by 
Abdykalykov’s own son, as a moment passes between the sailor 
and Ainura. 

Interestingly unlike Beshkempir and Maimyl, Abdykalykov made 
Selkinchek in black and white. When asked about this decision 
in an interview conducted by the Centre for Contemporary Art in 
Taskhent he pointed first to his limited equipment. He merely had a 
tripod, cheap black and white film and natural lighting. His mission 

was to turn all these setbacks into assets. Beyond these practical 
concerns, he pointed to the colourlessness of his early memories. 
‘If my memories are of the nature of action they are monochrome, 
containing but one colour… Selkinchek is a return to the origins of 
the soul and a tribute to the classics of black and white cinema, it 
is an opportunity to recreate lost feelings with light and shadow. 
My childhood is associated with the colour of white: the walls of 
the house, blooming apple trees, my grandmother’s white scarf.’ 
One of the film’s white symbols is the seashell the sailor brings to 
landlocked Kyrgyzstan. The shell is mesmerising to the inhabitants 
of the village, in particular Ainura. They take turns to hold it and 
listen to waves of the sea. It is a symbol of the wider world and the 
inevitable intrusion of the unknown into his home and childhood. 
Ainura is compelled by the mysteries and maturity the sailor brings 
to the village. Whereas Mirlan strongly feels he represents home 
and comfort and cannot bear the idea that she might want to leave 
this behind. Adult viewers can understand both perspectives. 
The pain of the first true changes that are wrought to our lives, is 
memorable to most of us. This despair eventually turns into our own 
appreciation for excitement and the unknown, as we witness with 
Ainura. 

At the film’s end Mirlan throws the seashell away in the hills 
that surround the valley. It remains out of sight but certainly not 
out of mind. After this act of defiance he comes to sit next to the 
mural he drew. The childlike but highly emotive drawing of Ainura 
on a swing is an expression of his sadness and a moment of the 
artist’s becoming. The swing evokes the sensation of childhood 
and for adults is a symbol of a time to which we cannot return. At 
the beginning of the film he plays on the swing, at the end he sits 
alone by his depiction and remembers the past. Mirlan’s mural is 
simultaneously a symbol of his pain and a commemoration of love 
and happiness. In this highly autobiographical work, it becomes 
meta. A remembrance of the first significant time the artist used art 
to process his feelings and leave an imprint of his memories within 
a work about art and memory. When Abdykalykov was growing up 
in the small village of Kuuntu, everyone told him he was destined 
to become an artist. He has stated that he would, “wish on falling 
stars” for this dream to come true. 

Selkinchek
AKTAN ABDYKALYKOV

1993
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Ivan is accustomed to death. In the first ten minutes of Sergei 
Parajanov’s film there are two funerals, that of his brother, who 
died saving him, and that of his father, killed outside the church. 
The funerals are characteristic of Hutsul or Western Ukranian 
tradition. Through the snowy mountains a wooden cross, made 
from two branches tied together, leads the funeral procession. The 
mourners wail and traditional songs are sung. Orthodox imagery is 
emblazoned against the white terrain. 

Life in the Carpathian Mountains remains touched by nature: its 
beauty, traditions and often its cruelty. In a terrain so dangerous 
death is routine. On top of this, the lives of the Hutsul are deeply 
entwined: generations of feuds, curses and obligations are 
inherited with each new birth. Ivan has a childhood sweetheart, 
Marichka. Her untimely death is heartbreaking, but it seems fated. 
After all, perpetuating a cycle of revenge and cruelty, Ivan’s mother 
cursed Marichka’s family after her husband’s murder. 

Sergei Parajanov, the director, himself suffered terrible loss in his 
lifetime. In 1950 he married his first wife Nigyar Kerimar, who was 
subsequently murdered by her relatives because of her decision 
to convert and marry Parajanov. Whilst Shadows of Forgotten 
Ancestors is adapted from a story of the same name by Mykhailo 
Kotsiubynsky, there are compelling personal reasons that attracted 
Parajanov to this tale of lost love, family feuds and profound, 
unshakeable grief. 

After the terrible circumstances of his first wife’s death, Parajanov 
left Russia for Ukraine, where he established a new life and learnt 
Ukrainian. It is striking that Parajanov’s first noteworthy film, 
the first release that established him as a unique and exciting 
director, is deeply vested in folklore and tradition located in 
Ukraine. Parajanov has come to be known as a lyrical artist for 
his portrayals of religion, folklore, artistry and cultural traditions; 
but this was the first of his films that truly and successfully 
synthesised those elements and established him as the cinema 
giant we remember today. On Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors 
release, Roger Ebert commented that the film, ‘Won almost every 
award in sight on the 1964 film festival circuit.’ It is important to 
note how incredibly subversive it was to be releasing the kind 
of films Parajanov made, films that focused on geographically 

located traditions, released into a Russo-centric monopoly in which 
‘Sovietness’ was the value to be achieved and depicted in the arts. 

The film still dazzles viewers today for its exciting visual style: 
traditional garb, religious ceremony and surroundings. These 
are often depicted in high colour. His courtship with Palagna 
is wordless. He sees a beautiful woman shoeing a horse and 
proceeds to help her: she holds the horses foot and he hammers 
the nails into the hooves, staring at her and smiling. Then he 
passes her a red umbrella and lifts her from the horse. The next 
shot is a close up of him biting into an apple. Then an intertitle 
reads Ivan and Palagna. In this way, Parajanov approaches film 
narrative as a visual enterprise. He shows rather than tells. In fact 
there is limited dialogue in Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors but 
emotion is conveyed none the less. The characters do not describe 
their feelings, rather we watch them experience their emotions. 

As viewers we are trusted to decode the film’s rich layers of 
symbolism: the black and white film used after Marichka’s death 
is an obvious symbol of mourning and the apple Ivan bites after 
meeting Palagna is a complicated symbol which carries with 
it the Biblical connotation of temptation as well as signifying a 
fresh start. Similarly, Marichka is associated from the beginning 
with lambs, a Christian symbol of goodness, innocence and the 
Messiah; indeed Marichka dies a selfless death trying to save a 
lamb and certainly Ivan never gets over her status as godly in his 
eyes. Palagna, on the other hand is associated with horses which 
are a raw, powerful and darkly sexual symbol. There is something 
fascinating at play in Parajanov’s visual narrative. He shows us 
Ivan’s skewed perception, but simultaneously the true nature of the 
other characters. Ivan’s perception of Palagna aside, it is evident 
that she is, by proxy, a victim of the same loss that has swept him 
away. She is forced to live with the memory of Marichka, a memory 
that Ivan cannot or will not try to leave in the past. 

Roger Ebert described Parajanov’s artistry in Shadows of 
Forgotten Ancestors: ‘Parajanov has a genuine gift. He has the 
kind of heedless energy you glimpse in some of the early work of 
Martin Scorsese, pounding camerawork so filled with itself it can 
hardly contain the story.’

Shadows of Forgotten Ancestors
SERGEI PARAJANOV

1964
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The Snow Queen is a hand-drawn animated film directed by 
Lev Atamanov, based on the 1844 story by Hans Christian 
Andersen. The plot follows two friends, Kai and Gerda, children 
whose families live opposite each other in a small Nordic town. 
The Snow Queen, a powerful deity, abducts Kai and turns his 
kind, sympathetic heart to ice, making him cruel and indifferent to 
others. Gerda sets off to save him, facing various adventures and 
challenges, ultimately rescuing Kai from the claws of the Snow 
Queen. 

Most well-known Soviet animators at the time had a part in the 
creation of The Snow Queen which utilized traditional hand-drawn 
animation. These artists, working at the studio Souzmultfilm, joined 
together to create the various settings such as the Nordic town, 
the Royal castle, the robber’s cave and the snowy expanses of the 
Queen’s domain into one unified theme. It was a huge team effort: 
animator Alexander Vinokurov created the world of the Snow 
Queen, Leonid Shvartsman created the characters, while Fyodor 
Khitruk brought them to life. The team was held in place by the 
direction of Lev Atamanov. Fyodor Khitruk later recalled animating 
Ole Lukoye, the narrator of the story, as one of the most significant 
characters of the two hundred characters he had animated 
in his many years of work. The Russian poet and children’s 
writer Nikolay Zabolotsky wrote the poems for the soundtrack. 
Playwright Nikolai Erdman was one of the scriptwriters. The tale 
deviated from Andersen’s story by editing the religious undertones 
which would have not been suitable for Soviet screens. 

The animation style of the Snow Queen’s face differs drastically 
from the appearance of the rest of the characters. This is due to 
the fact that the Snow Queen was drawn using a “rotoscoping” 
technique from the actress Maria Babanova (in Soviet animation 
this method was called “éclair” - after the brand of the 
manufacturer of the long table on which all manipulations were 
carried out). As one of the most acclaimed actresses of Soviet 
Union, Maria Babanova was filmed as if in a live performance 
with makeup and costume. Then the footage was transferred 
to celluloid and into frame-by-frame drawings. Thus, the Snow 
Queen took on the mannerisms of the actress. Janina Zheimo, 
who voiced Gerda, also participated in the “rotoscoping” of her 
character, but only for a few scenes. 

According to Leonid Shvartsman, work for The Snow Queen 

lasted two years. The animators researched at the Lenin Library. 
The studio would be filled with thousands of drawings every day 
that had to be checked and corrected. The character Ole Lukøje 
was first modelled on the seven dwarfs in the film Snow White. 
However, Shvartsman later drew inspiration from Lev Atamanov 
himself in drawing the character. 

Although unable to travel to Denmark, where Andersen wrote his 
work, for background study, the animators were still allowed to go 
to Riga, Tallinn, and Tartu. The city square in the film is modelled 
after the city of Tallinn. According to the memoirs of Leonid 
Shvartsman the animators found new hope for the animation 
industry after the Khruschev’s ottepel (thaw) era began. That hope 
definitely runs as a thread throughout the film, possibly that hope 
is what made the film so beloved among Soviet and international 
audiences.

The film quickly became a cult classic in the Soviet Union and 
abroad. Even at the height of the Cold War, Universal Pictures 
acquired the film for US theatrical distribution, a massive stepping 
stone considering the tension between the two countries. The 
Snow Queen raised the iron curtain, by becoming the first 
purchase of a Soviet film by any major American company. 

The major cultural impact of The Snow Queer is undeniable. In the 
US, in the 1960s and 70s, it became a good tradition to show The 
Snow Queen during New Year holidays. Even Hayao Miyazaki said 
that Atamanov’s film ‘The Snow Queen’ had a decisive influence 
when he chose what he would do in life. 

The original fairytale is based on a combination of folklore from 
different cultures. In Scandinavian lore there are references to 
the Ice Maiden, the embodiment of winter and death. Similar 
characters are known in Japan (Yuki-onna), and in the Slavic 
tradition (Mara-Marena). In Russia, Marena is actually the figurine 
that is to this day burnt at Maslenitsa, a holiday celebrated during 
the last week before Lent, and which symbolises the passing of 
winter and arrival of spring. The scarecrow-like figurine of Marena 
is burned to get rid of the cold and bring forth a warm spring. 
However, the traditional role of Marena had been, indeed, as a 
goddess of death as she ruled in the winter months. This makes 
the abduction of Kai by the Snow Queen even more menacing and 
his rescue a miracle. 

The Snow Queen
LEV ATAMANOV

1957
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Jerzy Petersburski’s tango The Last Sunday was released in 
Poland in 1935. Shortly after, it was translated into Russian as The 
Wearied Sun and released to immediately popularity in the USSR. 
Yuri Norstein was born in 1941, and has stated that he does not 
remember the war, ‘But I remember the feeling: the feeling in the 
corridor, in a room, the frost, the smell of frost, the smell of snow 
and the tango, The Wearied Sun that could be heard everywhere, 
almost as a national anthem.’ The lyrics detail the final meeting of 
two lovers before they part ways forever. Nostalgic and brooding, it 
earned the nickname ‘The Suicide Tango’. 

The recording of The Wearied Sun used in this animation crackles, 
much as an old or over-played record would. Combined with the 
ephemeral, unfocused imagery, it gives the impression that one 
is listening through time. In a heartbreaking sequence, women 
dance with their partners to the tango. The song stops, jerkily and 
abruptly. The men holding the women vanish; leaving the women 
frozen in position, their arms empty. The men return, their cloaked 
backs and helmet clad heads visible as they march into war and 
past the frozen image of their lovers. As they march, the seasons 
change, in shorthand for the passing of time. The music changes 
too, to a more sinister and authoritative song. Letters fly through 
the sky and are caught by the women. Fragments of text, saying 
things like ‘Your husband…’, ‘Faithful to military honour…’ and ‘Was 
buried…’ are shown over the image of black bread and vodka. It 
is a Russian mourning tradition to leave these items out for the 
dead. This simple and imaginative sequence highlights the strange 
relationship between action and inaction, for the women remain 
entirely still whilst the men march; as well as the suddenness of 
conflict and its definitive consequences. 

This meditation on loss, through animation’s capacities and 
combined with Norstein’s specific artistry has an entirely devastating 
impact on viewers. In 1984, The Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences called Tale of Tales the best animation ever made. 
Mimicking human memory, Norstein’s film undertakes a grand and 
unique task. One that has resulted in comparisons between Tale 

of Tales and Andrei Tarkovsky’s Mirror (1973). An unusual and 
personal goal for any filmmaker, and arguably even more rare for 
an animator, he succeeded in producing a film that has been pored 
over, to establish the meaning of the non-linear plot in the same 
obsessive way Tarkovsky’s films are interrogated. 

There are three intertwined plot lines. The sequences for these are 
not separated but interspersed and the perspective is switched at 
random. These are memory, the present and an idealised world. The 
one common denominator is the little wolf who watches all. These 
gorgeous, ephemeral sequences communicate with each other 
in the most tender and heartbreaking way. The derelict present 
showcases a nostalgia for childhood, and of family intimacy in the 
era of communal apartments. This romanticisation of his childhood 
exists knowingly alongside the cultural trauma and personal 
tragedy of those years. Certainly, his early memories are informed 
by it. This is exemplified most heartbreakingly by the images of a 
baby, suckling at a breast. 

Norstein has explained the genesis of this image. His aunt came 
to live with his family, pregnant and recently widowed. Her baby 
died after two weeks. In the kitchen he would watch her draw the 
milk her body was still producing from her breast. By animating 
a suckling baby, all three strands collide as he immortalises an 
idealised moment in personal memory that ended in tragedy. 
Norstein has said that his film expresses the phenomenon of 
‘pre-memory’, something he describes as existing in all of us: 
the sensation of intimately knowing something we have not 
experienced. This strange primordial sense is perhaps represented 
by the wolf, the spectator to the film’s events. But instead of being a 
scary antagonist, the wolf is small, vulnerable and sweet. An ancient 
symbol of our preternatural senses in a loveable and childlike form. 
The only moment the wolf truly participates in, is when he sings to 
the baby he finds. The song is, ironically, a little ditty about being 
taken into the forest by a wolf. In this moment the self aware irony of 
Norstein’s film is pulled together as the sinister and the comforting 
collide. 

Tales of Tales
YURI NORSTEIN

1979
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There is Such a Lad is a simple, down to earth and delightful tale 
which follows a truck driver, Pashka, driving around the Altai 
region, played by the phenomenal Leonid Kuravlyov. Pashka, 
whilst a little rough around the edges, is a joker with a zeal for 
life. The narrative details his exploits as he interacts with various 
people, and gets into adventures during his long journeys on the 
road. 

The film is based on a collection of Shukshin’s short stories: 
Crankshafts (1961), Grinka Malyugin (1962), Cool Driver (1962), 
and Internal Content (completed and published in 1966). 
Shukshin’s scripts and film ideas often grew from his writing. His 
unique position as an author and director allowed him to create 
a fascinating combination of literary and visual storytelling in his 
works. There is Such a Lad was the very beginning of that journey, 
a directorial debut at Gorky film studio after feeling unfulfilled 
as just an actor and writer. Shukshin was passionate about 
telling the stories of his characters in a complex and nuanced 
way. Screenwriting, directing, and later acting, for his own films, 
finally provided him with an opportunity to combine all modes of 
storytelling. 

The film was very well-received by critics, being praised for the 
organic flow from comedy to tragedy, recognisable characters 
and deep powerful ideas behind the plot. However, the film was 
banned from being screened in Moscow for ‘ideological reasons’. 
The film was accused of ‘glorifying’ illiteracy, focusing on the lives 
of simple and uneducated working class people at the edge when 
‘everyone should be striving to study and better themselves. As 
it couldn’t be premiered in Moscow, the film opened at the Palace 
of Culture in Kirov, now Voronezh. However, the film ended up 
receiving awards at the first All-Union Film Festival and a Golden 
Lion at the Venice Film Festival. 

Despite not being favoured by censorship, ‘There is Such a 
Lad’ was a strong start for Shukshin’s directorial career. His 
filmmaking was particularly acclaimed for exploring the struggle 
between his working class rural background and the city dwelling 
intelligentsia who dominated filmmaking at the time. Despite the 
communist ideology of helping the working class rise against the 
bourgeoisie, the Soviet politics of 50s and 60s were highly focused 

on educating the village-dwellers, moving them to the cities 
and ‘civilising’ them into being good soviet citizens. People from 
working class rural backgrounds were looked down on and not 
particularly represented in film and media. Shukshin focused on 
these struggles. 

His focus on the narratives of rural life is based on lived experience. 
Vasily Shukshin was born in 1929 in the Altai village of Srostki 
in a peasant family. His father, Makar Shukshin, worked on the 
collective farm “Flame of Communism”, was arrested in 1933 
among other participants in the “anti-collective farm conspiracy”, 
sentenced to death and shot at the age of 21. Shukshin’s mother, 
Maria then took care of the family: Vasily and his younger sister 
Natalia. After the arrest of his father and before receiving a 
passport, Shukshin was named by his maternal surname Popov to 
avoid being labelled as the child of an ‘enemy of the people’. After 
graduating from the seven-year school in the village, Shukshin 
studied at the Biysk Automobile College. He then worked various 
jobs as a mechanic before being drafted in the military. As he was 
discharged from service for health reasons, Shukshin decided 
to go back to school, get his high school diploma and in 1954, 
at the age of 25, Shukshin enrolled at the Gerasimov Institute of 
Cinematography (VGIK) to pursue a career in directing. Reportedly, 
to raise money for the trip to Moscow, his mother sold a cow. 
Being in Moscow, Shukshin always wanted to represent where he 
came from and give voices to the village dwellers whose stories 
were missing from the Soviet film discourse. 

In ‘There is Such a Lad’ Shukshin also explores the dignity and 
heroism of often overlooked rural communities and shows that 
appearances are only skin deep. Village life is shown through the 
lens of poetic realism played through the eyes of Pashka. Pashka is 
an Ivan the fool type character; he is an innocent and gentle joker, 
always ready to shamelessly take his chances, but simultaneously 
ready to step aside if someone else is more suited and concern 
himself with fixing the lives of others. In his dreams, Pashka lives 
outside village reality, dreaming of something bigger. Several 
Shukshin stories turned into several stories from the life of such a 
lad. Shukshin cast Leonid Kuravlyov, his course mate from VGIK 
with barely any acting experience, as the protagonist. In retrospect, 
that gamble definitely paid off.

There Is Such A Lad
VASILY SHUKSHIN

1965
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Otar Iosseliani is known for his minimalist approach to filmmaking 
and his preoccupation with the everyday. There Once Was a 
Singing Blackbird is shot in black and white with a low contrast; 
the effect is sleepy and melancholic. The camera focuses on small 
details: the ornaments in a room, the leaves on a tree, the slow 
moving streets. The film’s protagonist is Gia Agladze, a talented 
and lazy percussionist. Charming and personable he wanders 
around Tbilisi, constantly in conversation and constantly late.  A 
simple trip down the street features at least three chance meetings 
and every time he resolves to change, he’s promised his time to 
another. 

In one scene, we see Gia sit at his desk to study. The clock ticks 
intensely in the background. The room is small and claustrophobic, 
but in reality it is a typical Soviet 1970s apartment. But, due to the 
close range of the camera and Iosseliani’s specific mise-en-scene 
which is opposed to creating open sets, it appears suffocating. 
The sound of the clock gets louder and Gia lies on his bed and 
pulls the duvet over his head. A perfect analogy for his attempt to 
escape the machinations of time and responsibility.  When there 
are no distractions, he is almost crippled by his inability to be in the 
moment. He tells the surgeon, ‘Well actually, I am always doing 
something. But in the end I have nothing to show for it.’ 

There is a deeper point made here than Gia’s laziness or inability 
to focus. Gia is undoubtedly a product of a superficial society. 
There are many scenes which show his fixation with women. In 
the streets he frequently stops female friends and accompanies 
them. He stares out the clockmakers’s window at a beautiful 
woman on the street and drifts off from the conversation about his 
incessantly terrible time keeping. Even when he sits in the library 
he is constantly distracted by women. 

1970s Georgia was seeing the affects from the era of stagnation, 
or ‘zastoi’. The economic situation seemed impossible to improve. 
An entire generation was swept up in the hopelessness of the 
situation. Gia is part of this generation, young and talented but 
without any kind of mobility. Through this character, that has 
internalised the poor economic situation, Iosseliani launches a 
veiled criticism of the state.

Iosseliani’s camera pans in a meandering way. It almost lazily 
tracks characters through the streets, doing a slow swing to 
whoever the focus of the scene is. It is a lazy quality that  mimics 
Gia’s own movements through Tbilisi. When he is late for an 
orchestra rehearsal, the camera follows him through the streets. 
From his lift, to him taking the tie from the French horn player 
and to his leaving behind the performance for a dinner party. He 
says he won’t stay, but he sits down none the less. In this way, as 
viewers we feel subject to the random and hazy journey Gia takes 
through life. There is a tension at play here: the content of his days 
are pleasant, but the stress comes from us knowing what he has 
avoided in order to engage in frivolities. Eventually, even fun has 
diminishing returns. This is most acutely seen when the orchestra’s 
performance is interspersed with his seat at the dinner party. 
The ballerinas dance, the musicians play and meanwhile Gia sits 
upstairs and listens to a woman sing a sleepy song. Gia re-enters 
the orchestra to play a drum roll, right at the very end. He comes 
in in perfect time to do so. The conductor turns to him angrily, his 
eyes wide. Gia shrugs in response. And yet people forgive him, 
even though his behaviour is ludicrous. 

Whilst on the one hand, Iosseeliani condemns the young man 
for his unreliability and his superficial lifestyle; there is something 
strangely impressive about his zest for life. Watching There Once 
Was a Singing Blackbird one cannot deny that for all of Gia’s faults, 
he experiences a great deal. His is a strange kind of inertia, an 
inertia that comes from doing too much of one thing as opposed 
to too little of everything. Iosseliani also focuses on the beauty of 
such exploits: the artistry of the clock makers, the beautiful singing 
at the supra and the joy of human connection. Whilst Gia wastes 
his time, he wastes his time in a beautiful way. Gia is the blackbird 
of the title, and whilst he may flutter around aimlessly, he brings 
joy and song to those he encounters. The film is full of seemingly 
contradictory symbols. Iosseliani was a musician himself, he 
understood the nature of an orchestra, where so many strings 
of music collide to make one beautiful whole. In some ways, by 
singling out the percussionist, he makes a comment on the futility 
of one individual line or note when it is removed from the whole. 

There Once Was a Singing Blackbird
OTAR IOSSELIANI

1970
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Tatiana Lioznova was one of a few female directors working in 
the Soviet Union in the 1960’s and 1970s’s, and the uniqueness 
of her voice is immediately apparent in this delicate exploration 
of the tension between female empowerment and duty and 
expectation in provincial Russia. Set between a rural village near 
Moscow and the capital itself, the film follows the burgeoning 
friendship between Sasha, a Moscow taxi driver/h and Nyura, a 
village woman. This provides the film’s beautiful visuals, as the 
bucolic countryside is counterposed naturally with the inspiring 
city streets. Three Poplars in Plyushchika (1968) is a classic, a 
box office success that went onto be a point of cultural reference. 
The film Gentlemen of Fortune (1971) features a character saying 
as three prison escapees sit in a sports stadium, ‘We’re just 
sitting here, like “Three Poplars in Plyushchika.’ It has become a 
ubiquitous phrase, used to express living on stolen time, and the 
liminality of experiences that we cannot fully integrate.  

Nyura, the film’s lead, is naturally gentle. In one wonderful scene 
we see her lie on the back of a horse drawn cart. A French song 
plays in the background as she throws her head back in bliss. It 
is a gorgeous moment, clad in a headscarf and the clothing of a 
villager; accompanied by the French music, she is treated to the 
same glamorous treatment heroine’s receive in New Wave Films 
and is so rarely extended to working class rural mothers. Her 
husband is a misogynist, buying into a traditional and cruel vision 
of the state of home and emotions. He sends her to Moscow to sell 
their ham whilst criticising her, and in a flashback to their wedding 
day, as a innocent Nyura expresses her excitement her husband 
chose her instead of wandering to another village he replies, ‘All 
our women must belong to someone, be it a husband or a parent.’ 
To him Nyura is no different from his livestock, who he treats with 
lack of affection. 

Sasha conversely is a slightly gruff taxi driver, and his meeting 
Nyura provides the emotional journey of this heartbreaking tale 
of the failure of spiritual closeness to blossom into love. Nyura 
and Sasha are different in character and experience, but their 
affinity and rapport with each other is practically instant. This is 
underpinned by the script’s dialogue, which always seems natural. 
Even when the pair get stuck in the taxi, whilst they wait out the 

onslaught of a rain storm, Sasha implores her to sing and it seems 
strangely organic. Nyura does, she sings ‘Closeness’, evidently 
comfortable around Sasha and lacking the self consciousness 
and pretensions of the city. Diegetic sound shifts to non diegetic, 
Nyura’s singing is replaced by the song’s real instrumentals and 
the camera briefly rests on Sasha’s face as he leans on the wheel, 
as he clearly falls for the women he has just met. The quiet beauty 
of it leaves plenty of room for the unspoken to rise to the surface. 
The actors should be lauded for this, played by Tatiana Doronina 
and Oleg Efremov, they play their characters with emotional force 
and lyricism, never retreating to over-acting or compensation. 
Lioznova herself commented on the film’s status as a classic, 
saying she got exactly what she needed from the actors. The 
moments of quiet longing are gentle and understated, which 
just makes them more powerful. When Sasha takes a rouble 
from Nyura he tells he will put a hole in it and wear it for luck. 
They stand and stare at each other in the square, in unspoken 
understanding. 

In many ways, this film resembles the American classic Richard 
Linklater’s, Before Sunrise (1995) in the narrative, the devices used 
and ultimately the similar journey of the characters. Sasha ends 
up waiting for Nyura, who finds herself unable to leave her old life 
behind. It is a heartbreaking moment, and one that we do not want 
to happen; but it is a moment that imbues the film with poignancy 
and authenticity. After all, this is not a fairytale, it is a snapshot of 
a beautiful day in two people’s lives. The plaintive image of Sasha 
waiting is painful, as is witnessing Nyura’s inability to leave the 
house. In spite of our hopes for the pairing as viewers, we recall 
the film’s rather abstract beginning, where we witness Nyura’s 
strange, unsettling dream. In this dream, Nyura walks through 
the white poplars towards her husband who stands menacingly 
amongst them. there is a vision of a couple on a horse and cart, her 
inescapable future. She embraces her husband in this sequence. 
Sometimes the promise of love is not stronger than coincidence 
or the things we are tied to. The film ends with Nyura back in her 
home, she embraces her family and the quiet beauty of her life is 
apparent.  Yet the film’s final image is of her staring into space as 
‘Tenderness’ plays.

Three Polars in Plyushchikha
TATIANA LIOZNOVA

1968
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With a knowingly ironic title, the ‘tough kids’ Dinara Asanova 
depicts, swing wildly between intense vulnerability and extreme 
cruelty.  One moment they are childlike and wide eyed: tousling 
each other’s hair during birthdays, dancing with innocent 
abandon, moved by a film or providing some truly heartbreaking 
backstories. The next moment they are engaging in behaviour 
that is shockingly violent and giving unsettling answers to moral 
questions. 

Set in a summer camp, Pasha, an empathetic and patient man,  
looks after the boys with a casual and boisterous affection which 
situates him somewhere between brother and father. He gives 
encouragement freely and it is something that very few of the 
boys have experienced up until now. On visitor’s day, one boy’s 
grandmother comes. He sits with her and helps her with her 
crochet. Sat under a tree in summer light, it is moment drenched 
with happiness. She informs the boy that his mother is not here, 
she has started drinking again and the moment’s brief magic 
breaks. 

Professor Catriona Kelly, in an article for the Guardian, describes 
Asanova’s Tough Kids as asking, ‘Questions that were too often 
ignored in Russia, and indeed in any society today.’ The boys’ 
behaviour is observed with a strange objectivity. We watch them 
spin out of control, we watch them jubilant,  in one disturbing 
scene we even watch them harass a young couple and sexually 
assault a teenage girl. These events are all displayed at the 
same pace; the editing and direction do not seek to dramatise.  
Asanova’s direction pertains to realism, using the natural light of 
long summer days and largely static camera shots or handheld 
camera movement. The film becomes a voyeuristic experience that 
feels a little like watching someone’s home video of their holiday. 
The realism is further reflected in her casting. Some of the boys in 
the film were amateurs, from the backgrounds depicted. Indeed 
she tried to help many of these boys, before her tragic death 
shortly after.  Asanova does not shy away from the reality of the 
boy’s behaviour, but what she does is provide a deeper and varied 
perspective on their lives. This perspective fundamentally leads us 
to question how society has not intervened in the tragic fabric of 

their lives, at least not until the boys became a problem for society 
as opposed to just a problem for themselves. 

The script was written by Yuri Klepikov, an acclaimed screenwriter 
who is well known for his participation in Vitaly Melnikov’s Mother 
Got Married (1970), and Larisa Shepitko’s seminal Ascent (1977). 
The script was first offered to Sergei Solovyov, who admits that 
he could not have done half, or ‘even’ a quarter of what Asanova 
managed. Klepikov spoke of the distinctive artistry of Asanova, 
and her handling of his script: ‘Silence is not only a characteristic 
feature of her films, but a leitmotif that runs throughout her work. 
Not much is said in her films, and there is no idle chatter at all. But 
each moment is filled with meaning and depth.’ This is certainly 
true of Tough Kids. The dialogue is to the point, at times bordering 
on coarse. However, frequently, emotions and lyricism are 
expressed musically. This expounds upon a pre-existing fixation 
of Asanova’s, her 1975 work Woodpecker’s Don’t get Headaches 
followed a young drummer. In Tough Kids, music becomes a place 
where the boys express their emotions and join together in a bout 
of emotion and passion. As they walk to the fields they sing an 
old folksong, the refrain is ‘catch me’, which develops a sort of 
poignancy given their dealings with the law and their troubled 
pasts.

The first time we meet Vova is in court. Had it not been for Pasha’s 
intervention, the boy would have been sentenced without a single 
question asked about his past. A small and forlorn figure in a large 
court room, Vova with a shaved head and downward turned face, 
is noticeably tiny compared to the chairs. His obvious vulnerability 
as a scared child earns him no  sympathy from a cruel court. 
Asanova was famously drawn to outsider narratives, and most of 
these she explored through the tension between teenagers and 
adults. She explained the reasons she was drawn to these stories, 
‘Childhood is not an island,  not a fragment of life, not a pre-life but 
life itself… Life is not divided into big, medium, small. There is one 
big one.’ With this statement in mind, it is clear that her aims are to 
show social trajectory: what happens in someone’s youth will echo 
throughout their life and well into adulthood. It is a clear argument 
for rehabilitation, as opposed to incarceration.

Tough Kids
DINARA ASANOVA

1983
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Ali Khamraev’s modernist melodrama consists of three interwoven 
stories, each of which concern women constrained in some 
form by their social position in post-World War II Uzbekistan. 
It garnered praise internationally and was held in high regard 
by fellow Soviet filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky, whose influence 
melds beautifully with Khamraev’s unique cultural and political 
perspective. Like many of his works, women of the East lie at the 
centre of an exploration into Uzbekistan’s modernisation and how 
to overcome social and cultural ‘backwardness’ in Central Asia 
amid generational conflict.

The first of the three women, Khalima (played by the wonderful 
Dilorom Kambarova, who appears in many of Khamraev’s films), 
is determined to build a house despite being abandoned by her 
husband; the second, Sandobar, is a progressive bureaucrat set on 
bringing about change in the community; and the third, Khadicha, 
is an elderly widow who daydreams about what could have been 
had her husband fulfilled his promises. As Belinsky once wrote, art 
should have “a noble sympathy with everything lofty and sublime, 
and deal with the most vital problems of life, destroying the old 
inveterate prejudices and raising its voice in indignation against 
the deplorable aspects of contemporary morals.” Triptych (1980) is 
an overlooked example of this artistic approach, which Khamraev 
would later go on to perfect in his masterpiece I Remember You 
(1985). 

Triptych is first and foremost a poetic work of memory, breathing 
from scene to scene, from past to present; yet at the same time 
the film manages to grant vivid form to the material difficulties of 
Uzbek life being remembered. What links the three stories is not 
an intertwining of fate but the fact that these specific and personal 
perspectives come to occupy a shared meditative space not only 
for national introspection but universal transcendence. 

Yuri Klimenko’s cinematography is at once intimate and detached, 
tracing characters’ movements with care only for the camera to 
steer its course, deftly rising towards a lightbulb filament or a crack 
in the ceiling as if they were windows to the eternal. Khamraev, like 
Tarkovsky, wants us to remain within time so as to get to eternity, 
of which time is the moving image. He is a kind of an iconographer 
of film: his camera acts as a window upon life itself, showing a 
unique and real physical reality in its full mystery of being. As 
such, the cinematic image sustains an acute awareness of the 
infinite, “the eternal within the finite, the spiritual within matter, the 
limitless given form,” as Tarkovsky remarked of his own filmmaking 
philosophy in Sculpting in Time.

And so remaining in time, Khamraev’s ephemeral narrative 
nevertheless puts into sharp focus his vision of Soviet progress. 
A young teacher reads Khalima a poem: “Take the veil off your 
soul,” the poet entreats. This idea of unveiling will be worked out in 
various ways, though perhaps it’s Khadicha’s long-craved yearning 
for independence in dreams that lays the foundation for Khalima 
and Sandobar to attempt this unveiling in practical terms. For the 
latter, it’s about creating the conditions for technological progress 
and using her position of authority to promote female autonomy 
in the workplace; yet for Khalima autonomy means supporting 
her family without her husband, whom she twice rejects. Thus 
Khamraev presents a triptych of emancipation: freedom from the 
past sets the stage for both professional and personal agency. It’s 
a subtle reconfiguration of Soviet ideology, whereby collectivism is 
maintained yet through the lens of personal freedom: “Of course 
you will say that the factory is a pubic matter,” the aforementioned 
teacher concludes, “but isn’t the private happiness of each person 
separately the real target of our life?” 

Triptych
ALI KHAMRAEV

1983
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‘Everybody dies but me’, the three girls, Katya, Vika and Zhanna 
make the precocious statement early on, too encased in youth to 
consider death’s inevitability. Yet, despite feeling separate from 
the phenomenon; putrid, decay and death hang over their lives. 
Set in a charmless suburb of Moscow, the three best friends live 
in the constant dichotomies natural to adolescent minds: romance 
resides next to perversity, provocation is inextricable from childish 
emotions and loyalty is combined with self serving jealousy. 

Katya is the most openly troubled of the three girls, her school 
days are interspersed with demands from the teacher to stop 
behaving strangely and comments from the other students. Her 
parents do not know how to help her, so instead they resort to 
a mixture of physical violence and overwrought affection; which 
may well be the source of the problem. In a very disturbing scene, 
Katya is beaten viciously for getting a piercing. Her father hugs her, 
nearly instantly afterwards. It is a strange blend of violence and 
love, one which Katya herself embodies in her own interpersonal 
relationships. Zhanna’s behaviour too is often perverse. Early in 
the film, they bury a dead cat along with her father’s live goldfish. 
It is a peculiar sight and a perfect analogy for notoriously absurd 
behaviour of teenagers and their propensity for cruelty; in the girl’s 
world everything is eye for an eye, even when it makes no sense. 
When Zhanna’s mother asks her about the whereabouts of the 
fish, she attempts to commit suicide. 

Valeria Gai Germanika’s Everybody Dies but Me (2008), is not  the 
first film to deal with the murky cesspit of adolescent friendships, 
but it is rare in its honesty and ability to capture the disturbing 
nuances in acute detail. It is this electrifying ‘realness’ that won 
the film an award and special mention at Cannes. The mise-en-
scene is stripped back, the school realistically cast in a harsh light 
and the girls’ characterisation is natural. Like many teenagers, the 
three girls make the commitment to each other to be loyal. But, the 
impending disco, and the potential for social possibilities changes 

this. Zhanna coerces the much more amiable Vika into rejecting 
Katya: ‘If we go with Katya, they’ll think we’re crazy too. Don’t you 
want to have a good time Vika?’ Vika, blinded by her affections 
for the school’s baseball bat wearing heartthrob, agrees. Zhanna’s 
talent for manipulation is two-fold, successfully she engineered a 
way to cut out Katya and also managed to make Vika the bearer 
of bad news. Anyone who has had the misfortune to either 
be, or spend a lot of time, with teenage girls will recognise the 
bizarre machinations of cruelty between friends. It is a strangely 
cannabilistic world, less a case of eat or be eaten and more a 
chaotic furore where everyone is taking bites out of each other.  
When Vika tells Katya that they will not speak to her on the day 
of the dance, she goes as far to reprimand her for her emotional 
reaction: ‘It’s really nothing Katya, we’ll be together again the day 
after.’

It is important to question why Germanika has turned her hand 
to such a dark topic. One of a small group of high profile female 
directors working in Russia, her voice is certainly needed, but 
beyond this her films provide an interface that challenge our pretty 
assumptions of femininity. The lens through which we see young 
women is frequently hypersexualised from the position of male 
gaze. Everybody Dies but Me, not only defies this near ubiquitous 
representation, it provides an insight into how it affects young 
women. In one moment, Zhanna tells Vika a story about a gang 
rape with a strange amount of glee and fascination. In another 
moment, Katya uses the one tool she has at her disposal for male 
acceptance and puts a nail in the coffin of her formerfriendship 
with Vika. Germanika’s dazzling talent and penchant for the 
terrible is mirrored in an antagonistic anti-establishment persona. 
When asked on air, why she doesn’t emigrate she replied: ‘To be 
granted permission to become a dishwasher in the world of the big 
men of capitalism, I would have to suck off three commissars in the 
embassy blow the consul, and stand in line at the Kremlin. Instead I 
stayed at home and decided to shoot a television serial.’

Everybody Dies But Me
VALERIYA GAI GERMANIKA

2008
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In many ways Aleksei German’s Twenty Days without War 
(1977) is a piece of cinematic discourse. Throughout his career,  
the director was drawn to serious and often morally ambiguous 
topics. This 1977 contribution from the Russian great, who has 
often been compared to Tarkovsky in stature and importance, is no 
different. Twenty Days without War (1977), German stated, is an 
explicit challenge to Yuri Ozerov’s  film Liberation (1970), and the 
capacity cinema carries for dishonesty. 

The film begins in action. As is typical of German, the tale is told 
to us by a narrator, in this case front-line journalist. Vasily Lopatin. 
Lopatin tells us he was wounded twice, but what really sticks 
in his memory is ‘the fog that spread over the sea’, before their 
return to the mainland. We are also told that his comrade has died, 
moments before a bomb strikes. 

German has a particularly interesting visual language,. However 
this is often less expounded upon in critical theory,  the depth 
and message of his films often taking prevalence, with visuals 
discussed as subordinate to that. But his effectiveness in 
managing to display the post-apocalyptic black and white world 
in this film as visually striking and powerful in a way that does 
not diminish its horror should be noted. Planes darken the white 
of the sky, hanging low filling the screen. Their disappearance is 
brutal and sudden. As viewers we hardly see the cause of death 
leave, but we hear it humming low in the distance. The effect 
is self aware, and situates itself somewhere between a realist 
documentary approach and deliberate abstraction. There are 
only three episodes of war in the film: the opening, a flashback in 
the middle of the plot and the ending, which features Lopatin’s 
inevitable return to battle. Their sparing use gives them more 
impact, as their placement at key points in the narrative poetically 
responds to Lopatin’s return to the civilian world, giving these 
segments the stature of truth. 

At the time of production, German’s previous film, Trial on the 
Road (1971) was still shelved, and his sophomore film nearly met 
the same fate for expounding upon similar themes. German is 
nothing if not relentless! If moral ambiguity in the face of human 
desperation, was the major thesis of Trial on the Road (1971); 
war’s randomness and and disregard for the individual is the major 

theme of Twenty Days without War (1977). The so called ‘luck’ 
of the draw is made evident from the beginning, you never know 
when or who may get hit by a bullet or a stray piece of shrapnel. 
A man with a wife is dead, youngsters die and Lopatin lives. ’Why 
does this all come back to me now?’ Captain Lopatin muses, 
‘Maybe because a year has passed and he isn’t here? Maybe 
because I am now taking his things to his wife in Tashkent?’ Why 
is it this way round and not the other way round?’ 

This pointed reminder of cruel chance, runs as a counter to 
the narratives of war, which are filled with tales of heroics and 
ideology. As with Trial on the Road (1971), German asks us many 
questions that cut through social narratives: should individual lives 
ever be sacrificed, and can someone ever truly be a ‘hero’ in such 
a warped metric of ideology, randomness and sacrifice? This is 
central to the film within a film narrative. As Lopatin witnesses 
Tashkent Studios produce a film based on his writings, he is 
struck by the fundamental difference between his lived traumatic 
experience and the message of the Soviet authorities. The film 
consultant hired has had no experience of war. Because of his age 
and his health, he has remained behind the lines and never seen 
the horrors of the front. In spite of this, he argues with Lopatin. 
This raises another strange question, how does the propaganda 
around war affect civilians and alienate the very individuals who 
are simultaneously canonised and sent to the slaughter? How can 
you convince a public to make human sacrifice palatable, and what 
discordance between reality and thought do the ones on the front 
line face when they return home?

But horror is not left at the front, Tashkent was the home of many 
Russian evacuees during the war. German, as a child, was one 
of these young evacuees himself. The scenes, as early on as the 
trains, are of poverty, overcrowding and desperation. A mother and 
son ask Lopatin what the return of a watch means, Lopatin knows 
it likely means death, but lies in an act of mercy. There is a major 
irony in the film’s title, the twenty days of leave, or the twenty days 
without war undertaken by Lopatin are still filled with war. Battle 
may remain on the front, but war has permeated everything. For all 
the intelligent and philosophical questions German asks with this 
film, the most pertinent one is, ‘At what cost?’

Twenty Days Without War
ALEKSEI GERMAN

1977
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Melancholic is the best word to describe Stanislav Rostotsky’s 
elegant melodrama. It is a film in which light and darkness are 
shown to be intrinsically entwined, and this interrelation is explored 
in a deceptively gentle manner. Underneath Kirill Molchanov’s 
romantic, and slightly ghostly, melodies and the gorgeous black 
and white cinematography, is the human condition laid bare. This 
unflinching dive into the complexities, and often inherent sadness, 
within individuals is explored through three days in an ordinary 
Soviet high school. 

Schools are a microcosm in which life’s major themes are continually 
played out. The students are discovering a multitude of emotions for 
the first time and the teachers, at varying stages in their lives, are 
entering new life stages themselves. Their own trials and inevitable 
ageing play out beside a responsibility to cultivate youthful minds. 
A major tension in We’ll Live till Monday is the disparity between 
the young and old. The film starts with a boisterous and joyful 
scene: a white crow is loose in an English lesson. The students’ 
newly graduated teacher, Natasha, leads the charge on attempting 
to capture the bird. After Ilya Semyonovich, masterfully played by 
Vyachslav Tikhonov, bears witness to the unruly scene and derides 
her, she responds by re-entering the room and killing the crow. 
Natasha stands as the bridge between the students and the more 
mature teachers. Her crush on Ilya Semyonovich is beginning to move 
from charming to pathetic as she grows older. Her mannerisms are 
somewhere between the students and the older teachers. After her 
conversation with Ilya, her enthusiasm is affected by the attitude of 
her superiors. This leads her to behave in a brutal way. In this film, 
Rostostsky continually questions the cyclical nature of society and 
how we are taught to model ourselves on flawed individuals, often 
developing their own flaws through example or misinterpretation. 

The literature teacher, Svetlana Mikhailovna, is a pertinent example 
of a well meaning woman whose own neuroses interfere with her 
ability to help the children. She sets her class the task of writing 
an essay on the meaning of happiness. When Nadia, a beautiful 
and popular student, writes that her dream is to marry and have 
children Svetlana is outraged. She attempts to confiscate Nadia’s 
essay and calls her shameful. After the class her hostile demeanour 

drops. To Natasha, she reveals her own sadness, saying that all she 
does is ‘deal with other people’s happiness’, holding the children’s 
essays aloft. Ilya Semyonovich is a mysterious and caustic figure. 
The school’s principle, who has known him for years, describes him 
as a man who is ‘easy to respect, but hard to love.’ He is frequently 
cold to Natasha, despite her obvious love for him and in one scene 
even publicly reduces another teacher to tears. But at heart he is an 
idealist, albeit moral to a fault. Against his conscience, he gives an 
academically challenged child a passing grade instead of a failing 
one so he may remain in his dance institution. When the mother 
of this child comes to visit him, he derides her parenting. As she 
leaves she shouts of her hardships, of her husband’s alcoholism 
and the difficulties in raising her son. Ilya is left stunned. The force 
of his principles pales in comparison to the desperation of lived 
experience. When Ilya asks to leave the school, the Principal tells 
Ilya he is happy with administration and happy to believe whatever 
‘new truths the newspapers print’. He questions why Ilya is unable 
to do the same. Ilya’s disillusionment is visceral and understandable. 

Beyond the normal disparity of a generational divide, Ilya and 
the principal were former soldiers. That recent tragedy lingers 
over society, largely unnoticed by the post war generation. In 
one scene Ilya passionately describes an 1905 uprising to his 
students. He describes Lieutenant Schmidt as having the ‘precious 
gift of feeling other people’s pain more acutely than his own’ and 
defies his students to question the flaws of historical figures. Their 
ignorance and cynicism juxtaposes his fervour. It is clear that it 
is the unfortunate fate of the former soldiers to be hopelessly 
misunderstood by the postwar generation. 

The fundamental melancholic beauty that rests at the heart of 
Rostotsky’s film is summarised perfectly by Gena, a poetic student. 
He tells Nadia, the girl he is infatuated with, ‘Rationally I know as a 
person you’re nothing special, yet I try to disregard it…. Everyone 
needs to be in love, with someone or something.’ In the same way 
Gena picked Nadia, Natasha picked Ilya and Ilya picked heroism. 
The camera’s lens watches their futile dance sympathetically. It is 
a hopeless way to be, but a beautifully human one none the less.

We’ll Live ‘Till Monday
STANISLAV ROSTOTSKY

1968
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Stanislav Rostotsky’s White Bim Black Ear (1977) details the 
relationship between Bim, an unusually coloured white and 
black setter, and Ivan Ivanovich, a WWII veteran played by the 
phenomenal Vyacheslav Tikhonov. Unsurprisingly the film is a 
family favourite. As a children’s film, it excels beyond its genre: 
White Bim Black Ear was nominated for an Oscar in the Foreign 
Language Category in 1979 and  recognised as the Best Film of 
the year by Soviet Screen magazine. 

The chemistry that exists between Bim and Ivan is natural and 
immediate. The puppy is destined for a sad end, because of his 
unusual colouring, but a chance meeting at the breeder leads to 
Ivan falling in love with the puppy and saving his life. What follows 
are short-lived scenes of purity and bucolic beauty that would melt 
even the hardest heart. Ivan takes the dog home. His loneliness, 
whilst not discussed, is apparent from his empty house and a 
series of black and white pictures that hint at serious loss. Bim 
pulls out these pictures by accident and Ivan gazes at them sadly. 
The unspoken communication that exists between dog and owner 
is displayed wonderfully here. Bim intuitively knows his owner 
needs comfort without anything being said at all, and it is clear 
from Ivan’s reaction that his dog’s presence makes him braver and 
more able to face the past. For a few moments there is comfort in 
Ivan’s life. Bim becomes his constant companion for all things, trips 
to the supermarket, hunting. He even keeps a constant watch over 
his owner whilst he writes his memoirs. 

These scenes are bathed in sunlight, and the natural beauty of the 
area atmospherically responds to their fragile bubble of happiness. 
As the film progresses, and Bim is separated from Ivan, winter 
descends as well as the separation, loneliness and struggles faced 
by the pair. We see Bim literally attempt to weather the seasons, 
in one moment we watch the small dog run alone up a path in 
Autumn. The red leaves surround him and his vulnerability is 
abundantly clear, once accompanied by Ivan, he is now absolutely 

alone in a huge and terrifying world. Ivan and Bim are deeply 
entwined, beyond their relationship. Bim, a dog born the wrong 
colour, was destined for the slaughter in the same throw away 
manner that veterans are treated. Before his hospitalisation, 
Ivan is concerned that he will not be able to obtain pedigree 
documentation for Bim because of his physical irregularities.  
When Ivan’s illness, the splinter that comes back to haunt him,  
occurs, it becomes apparent that reminders of the imperfect are 
not celebrated in society. Ivan despite having sacrificed a great 
deal for his country, has become an unwelcome reminder of 
much harder times. His pain is misunderstood by the younger 
generation and this loneliness is made worse by the natural urge 
to manipulate or exploit the lonely man. There is a fixation on the 
arbitrary measure of ‘perfect’ in society, and neither man nor dog 
fit this form, which is how they both find and lose each other. 

Tikhonov, famous for his extraordinary performance in 
Seventeen Moments of Spring, is one of the Soviet Union’s 
great heartthrobs. Typically his roles have been assured and 
masculine. The casting in this film is excellent, however, to see 
an actor and icon of masculinity in such a tender and vulnerable 
role is incredible. Fundamentally, it fortifies the social discourse 
happening throughout the film. As Bim journeys alone to find 
his owner, he encounters a multitude of strangers along the 
way. These strangers vary in personality, some are kind and 
loving; some are close to evil in their cruelty and some are merely 
indifferent. This is another key theme in Rostotsky’s film: the 
culture of cruel indifference that proliferates through society. This, 
when counterposed  with scenes of Ivan lying in the hospital, 
reminds us of  the huge sacrifices made by so many in war and 
highlights general society’s carelessness. The film’s tragic ending 
is heartbreaking, and it is fundamentally a situation created by 
humanity in its cruelty and carelessness. At the film’s end, Ivan 
lies to the children to save them from the terrible truth, he does so 
because, ‘Lies are sacred too and life only goes on with hope.’ 

White Bim Black Ear
STANISLAV ROSTOTSKY

1970
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Perhaps an anti romantic comedy, Winter Cherry (1985) is a 
portraiture of people’s thirties, a tender tale of disillusionment 
and hope that gets to the heart of real people’s emotional 
struggles. Olga is beautiful divorcee, she is dignified, intelligent 
and hopelessly in love with her married colleague. Her life in 
many ways, is full of female camaraderie and love. She shares an 
intimate and supportive friendship with two women that live in the 
same apartment block, different though they all are in lifestyle and 
perspective they form a wonderful group, in a film that is a daring 
invitation to move your focus away from love.

Olga’s long standing affair with Vadim has become one of the 
great tragedies of her life. Despite having risked everything, 
and lost her own marriage, he will not leave his wife. The heart-
wrenching tale of a mistress is as old as time, and yet Igor 
Masslennikov’s film deeply touched the Soviet people with its 
raw power and honesty. This is in part due to the truth the film is 
built on, Vladimir Valutsky the scriptwriter, was having an affair 
for 14 years with famous Soviet actress and singer, Nadezdha 
Repina. This longstanding suspicion was eventually verified in 
Repina’s book, in which she revealed that her romance with 
Valutsky comprised of the film’s basis.  However, whilst Repina’s 
life was one of relative glamour, the character based on her’s is 
wonderfully ordinary.  Olga is a research scientist, who spends her 
days caring for her young son, with her close female friends, at 
work at the institute or pining for Vadim. Elena Safonova plays her 
character wonderfully and embodies her with sympathy, despite  
the dramatic emotional vagaries that come with being ‘the other 
woman’, Olga remains likeable. Perhaps because her performance 
reminds us of an old adage, you can’t choose who you fall in love 
with. 

In one touching scene, the illicit couple go to the dacha for a rare 
lengthy weekend of quality time. The cinematography in this 
sequence is phenomenal, displaying the bucolic solitude of the 
Russian countryside with its cultural specificity and its delicate 
beauty. Soft light fills the wooden interiors; fresh picked flowers sit 

on the table and in the wild stretch of countryside they are free to 
be in love. Olga in her happiness suggests they get married. Vadim 
sighs angrily and asks her, ‘Why are you like this?’ Safona plays 
this elegantly, pain palpable whilst she attempts to collect herself. 
This depiction of difficulties of romantic relationships runs deep. 
Valya, one of Olga’s close friends is in an abusive relationship. She 
leaves the apartment with a black eye, desperate, and runs to 
Olga. Her partner comes looking for her, and in spite of Olga and 
Larissa’s attempts to stop her she runs back to him. When Olga 
watches them walk up the stairs, Valya begging for forgiveness 
and her partner treating her with derision, it is clear from the look 
in Olga’s eye she understands why Valya continued to run after 
him. 

When Herman arrives in her life it feels like a fairytale, even 
Larissa, who is largely disenfranchised by the concept of romance 
and has been the film’s sceptical voice, encourages her to go after 
it. In a scene that gives the film its title, she tells Olga that she has 
everything she needs: intelligence, experience and even a child. 
But her coldness and fixation on unrequited love has left Herbert’s 
offer of love frozen, ‘like cherries in a store in the winter.’ She 
implores her to go to Herbert, not hesitate, to spit and forget about 
female independence. For a while Olga heeds her advice, she 
engages in her fairytale with Herbert, and even plans to move to 
Moscow with him. But when Vadim reappears, she returns to him 
and he perpetuates the same sorry cycle as before. 

Romantic love in Winter Cherry (1985) is a source of pain, as 
opposed to joy. All three women, have their own backgrounds 
and trauma but they are all bound by the cruelty of having loved 
the wrong men. At the end of the film, Olga puts on a record, 
its refrain in English means ‘Hold me’. She listens to this as she 
walks listlessly around her apartment, alone once more. But when 
she goes outside, her friends wait there, ready to continue their 
morning routine. They sing as the bus they use for the school run 
pulls away, love can be found in unexpected places.

Winter Cherry
IGOR MASLENNIKOV

1985
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A user IMDB review of Tengiz Abuladze’s film, entitled ‘Puzzle’ 
begins as follows, ‘Beauty of nature. Force of traditions. Sad love 
story. A myth. Lost time. Wisdom, fool, expectation, nuances 
of cruelty. And the verdict - cold and harsh.’ Most submitted 
user critical responses on forums, sites and blogs tend to use a 
similar listing technique to describe The Wishing Tree, (1976) 
and their experience and impression of it. In an internet world full 
of  posturing and over-explanation, it is particularly wonderful 
that the majority of viewer responses appear to acquiesce to 
the experience; and the privilege awarded to the unspoken in 
Abuladze’s work.

Set at the turn of the century, in pre- revolutionary Georgia, 
Abuladze’s film is based on on the stories of Giorgi Leonidze. 
Leonidze, who was born prior to Georgia’s absorption into the 
Soviet Union,  had to express his patriotism in the 1930s through 
a literary return to the mythological and folkloric foundations of 
Georgian culture, instead of contemporary preoccupations. He 
was raised in a village in Kakheti, and his memoirs are a blend of 
memory, myth and fiction that serve as the basis for Abuladze’s 
film. The village in The Wishing Tree is a place that hums with 
spiritual reverence and a deep association with the mythologies 
that underpin humanity. There is the fortune teller, who was once 
a beauty and now waits endlessly for her lost love,  having let her 
youth slip through her fingers whilst she pined. She is ridiculed 
constantly by the other villagers for her missed opportunities 
and lofty aspirations. There is the holy fool, who walks around in 
search of a tree that can grant wishes; the village’s ‘loose woman’, 
ostracised by the other women; and the tale of a forbidden love 
that ties all the various plot threads together.

The Wishing Tree is the second in Abuladze’s loose trilogy.,  
released between the better known precursor and successor, 
The Plea (1967) and Repentance (1987) . It is a beautiful film in 
its own right and a valuable piece of the puzzle when it comes to 
understanding Abuladze’s artistic motivations and perspectives. In 
Leonidze’s original text, Marita’s death is accompanied by a storm 
over the social injustice of her exile, and the villagers respond with 
reverence for her memory. However, in the film Marita dies alone 

in the mud and her grandmother is the only one that mourns. This 
is a signal of Abuladze’s deep-seated despair at Georgia’s fate. 
Changing the ending to one far more desolate, and in combination 
with the message of the other films in the trilogy, his perspective 
is apparent. This is further emboldened by the clear link between 
Marita and Georgia itself. She serves as a feminine symbol of a 
vibrant and beautiful motherland, and the tragedy in the way she 
is treated. The embedded relationship between people, nature and 
symbols that Abuladze displays is cyclical. In one scene Marita 
and Gedia go for a walk alone. They sit on the side of the hill and 
she tells him that, ‘The dew on the grass is the earth’s tears… 
everything on earth has a soul.’ This statement strengthens the 
amorphous connection between events and nature.

The film starts with a death and ends with a death. At the 
beginning the white horse dies after grazing on the grass on 
the far side of the hill, it is said that this is due to the vengeful 
spirits of Georgia’s enemies whose blood was spilled there. 
The horse’s death is a striking image, a white horse lying down 
amongst red flowers is the tragically beautiful essence of folklore 
and mythology. At the film’s end a pomegranate flower grows, 
‘like Marita’s face’, perhaps a symbol of Georgia’s potential for 
replenishment and the cyclical nature of life. The imagery is one 
of the uniquely powerful aspects of Abuladze’s films. Myths and 
folklore are predominantly oral traditions, and a certain amount 
of imagination is required to conjure images of long extant or 
fantastical events. 

However, in Abuladze’s hands legend comes to life, haunting 
and ethereal in its execution. The images of Marita being pulled 
through the rain and mud gain a religious quality. The white 
painted face of the fortune teller wildly trying to disguise her 
age, develops a certain pathos. The Holy Fool in tattered robes, 
with his ear placed to the ground, evokes a sense of the ancient 
and primordial. The  user review , ‘Puzzle’ is exactly right when it 
notes that The Wishing Tree is not exactly a film, but an object for 
meditation that uses the ancient archetypes to take the viewer on 
a journey through forbidden love and the loss of a nation. 

The Wishing Tree
TENGIZ ABULADZE

1976



www.klassiki.online

Whilst Dinara Asanova’s Woodpecker’s Don’t Get Headaches 
is about a teenager at a sensitive moment in life, it is not a 
bildungsroman. In many ways this is the film’s strength.  It 
occupies itself with the intense emotions of adolescence and 
displays adulthood as forced de-sensitivity. It is not a film about 
learning to inhabit graceful maturity. Rather it displays society’s 
particularly brutal process with regard to growing up.  The adults 
in Woodpecker’s Don’t Get Headaches are flawed, sometimes 
bitter, and often dispassionate. Conversely, Asanova’s film shows 
that adolescent passion,  love and rage, are perhaps raw and 
unfiltered, but they are in many ways our pure nature. These 
passions are often, as in Seva Mukhin’s case, under attack.

The nickname of the protagnoist, Seva Mukhin, is, ‘Mukha’ or 
in English ‘fly’, The people he loves treat him as such; as an 
annoyance whose very presence is inconvenient. Mukha inhabits 
the awkward stage between childhood and adulthood, and with 
particular awkwardness at that. The people around him are 
generally unsympathetic to this and his feelings. Instead they 
focus on the wild, obstinate quality of his character; without any 
consideration of the artist and talented soul beneath. In response 
to his playing the drums, his brother throws him out the window 
and into the pond. As a famous basketball player, his brother is 
strangely given a free pass for this and Mukha is blamed when 
he traipses in soaking and has to walk past the family dining 
table. His neighbour, a hairdresser who hates Mukha’s drumming, 
kills and stuffs a woodpecker. The woodpecker, a metaphor for 
Mukha himself, drills away at the tree all day. Mukha who hears 
the rhythm and music in everyday life sees and hears the beauty 
in this pecking. He is learning that many will only see this as 
annoyance and act on it with utmost cruelty. 

The world shown by Asanova is one where cruelty to children is 
routinely administered by adults; who react disproportionately 
to bad behaviour, or do not view  children as having their own 
internal world. His friend’s mother takes away his clothes and 
locks him in the apartment for the day after she finds out he spent 
money for a haircut on a taxi ride to town. Mukha stops by his 

friend’s window. He is told of an incident where a cat was thrown 
out of the window, attached to an umbrella. The cat got tangled in 
the wires briefly and then ran away. The umbrella, however, was 
ruined. His friend’s mother is more concerned about the umbrella, 
it was after all, Japanese. After Mukha’s visit, a teacher comes by. 
She is presented as the only adult who tries to understand the 
children. She gives the hungry boy a cucumber. Later, she meets 
with Mukha’s father and expresses her opposition to his parenting. 
She derides him for his critical stance toward his child. ‘I bet you 
make fun of him when a girl rings the home phone,’ and ‘I imagine 
you don’t encourage his drumming.’ His father sheepishly agrees. 
She tells him, ‘love is patience’. 

Mukha knows love is patience too, in his own wild way.  He is 
deeply in love with his best friend Ira. He questions her about 
her future, going through the stages of university, marriage, 
motherhood, becoming a grandmother and death. She is annoyed 
at his questions, when he states, ‘I’ll die on the exact same day as 
you. You’ll see.’ To convince her to go to the cinema with him, he 
stands on his head and waits. First love is overwhelming and wild, 
but in comparison to the adults around him Mukha gives it to the 
object of his affections with reckless abandon. In a heartbreaking 
moment, Ira describes his only point of objective interest being 
his brother: ‘Otherwise you’re just like a thousand other flies.’ The 
unconscious rejection is painful and acute.

Asanova relied on improvisation for all of her films. This emboldens 
the rawness and the intensely ‘real’ characterisation that informs 
her voice as a director. It is rare for any work of art to dig so far 
into the depths of genuine feeling and connection. Her aim as an 
artist was to show that there are, ‘No different truths for different 
age groups.’ As viewers, when we watch Mukha’s raw passion 
we are reminded of how deep our own feelings can run. As the 
film closes we watch Mukha run behind the train that is taking Ira 
to Murmansk. He doesn’t give up, even at the point that it is clear 
his attempt is futile. It maybe a testament to his youth and passion 
that he does not stop running. Asanova freeze frames this moment 
to end the film.

Woodpeckers Don’t Get Headaches
DINARA ASANOVA

1969
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Aleksandr Lungin’s explosive exploration of marginalisation and 
the search for poetry and articulation is centred around two 
veterans, Viktor and Lyokha. However, in their civilian half life they 
are more commonly referred to by their new undesirable vocations 
as cash collectors. The term half life is used here as Lungin makes 
evident that the events of conflict have come to define them, 
their return from Luhansk, Ukraine still carries with it the rage, 
desperation, violence and trauma of war.

Beyond the film’s deft and nuanced exploration of post traumatic 
stress disorder and society’s propensity to throw soldiers aside, 
Great Poetry (2019) is one of the best depictions of modern 
Russia’s social complexities. Whilst Andrei Zvyagintsev and 
Alexei Balabanov have approached the controversial subject of 
contemporary social issues with incisive, provocative depictions 
and rightfully gained global following; their films are typically 
centred around class divides and the struggles of white Russians. 
This not a criticism of their works but a recognition of the space 
in contemporary Russian cinema that has been waiting for cast 
diversity, and a nod to Lungin for artfully and casually occupying 
this gap. The diverse cast  in Great Poetry (2019) successfully 
shows the collusion of cultures in economically deprived suburbs, 
this not only promotes authenticity and representation but begins 
a subtle dialogue about the heritage of the post-Soviet world and 
its structural issues. 

The place in question, Zheleznodorozhny, (Iron road), in the 
Moscow Oblast that is part rubble, part motorway and part 
bleak high rises. There is an interesting point made here: the 
problems in Russian housing are longstanding, hailing back to 
the Soviet era, city planning remains quite literally the basis for 
structural and foundational inequality in the former communist 
state. Today, towns are built in the sprawling Moscow region 
at breakneck speed, and often become the homes of people 
who have found jobs in Moscow but cannot find affordable 
housing within the MKAD or garden ring highway. Much like the 
protagonists Viktor and Lyokha, two veterans tossed to one side, 
towns like Zheleznodorozhny provide the capital’s labour and 
keep poverty out of the sight and minds of the urban elite. In their 
liminal residential space, Viktor and Lyokha have a wide variety 
of friends from different cultures: Dagestani, Uzbek, Tajik and 

Kazakh are all heard in this town, a wonderful emblem of modern 
Russia’s multiculturalism which speaks to the continued economic 
migration to Russia from post-Soviet states.

But, as is reflected in the title, the film’s main preoccupation is 
with poetry, which takes many nuanced forms throughout. Great 
Poetry (2009) begins with the two friends arguing about poetry. 
Lyokha tells Viktor to screw his poetry, tells him he needs a beat 
and launches into a short freestyle rap filled with violent imagery 
and an intense spirit of abnegation. Viktor is more drawn to 
classical art forms than Lyokha, his poems whilst contemporary 
rely on typical rhyming structures. Conversely Lyokha has found 
poetry and self expression in rap. This is a fascinating contrast, 
Lyokha accompanies Viktor to a poetry group he is interested in, 
but Lyokha is actively bored during the amateur readings. ‘There’s 
more poetry in this music than that class,’ he says to Viktor. 
Russian heritage is globally noted for its rich poetic culture and 
haunting contributions to the art form: Aleksandr Pushkin, Sergei 
Yesenin and Anna Akhmatova are just a few of many Russian 
language greats that remain timeless. Viktor is a proponent of this 
wonderful heritage, but Lyokha draws from a different cannon. 

Hip hop is inarguably one of the most important artistic 
movements of the 20th century. A music form pioneered by the 
black community, its journey to the global stage and subsequent 
cultural transference is complex given the juncture between black 
liberation and celebration of black culture. In the last 20 years, 
countries which previously had little hip hop culture and tenuous 
relationships with its origins now have charts full of rap music. 
Timati, a Russian rap sensation hailing from a wealthy Muscovite 
family, even owns a chain of highly popular burger restaurants. 
This is one understandably troubling side of the equation, however 
one of the reasons hip hop has compelled the world is its ability 
to give voice and poetry to the oppressed. The blistering honesty, 
anger and power is undeniably what attracts Lyokha, and millions 
of Russians like him. Journalist Anastasia Fedorova noted, ‘Some 
even call Russian rap the last outpost for free speech in the 
country.’  When Viktor plagiarises Lyokha’s verses as his own 
poem, he is met with the applause of a privileged audience when 
he steals a line from his friend, ‘Am I Lykoha or am I not Lyokha. 
God never gave me an answer. He doesn’t give a…’

Great Poetry
ALEKSANDR LUNGIN

2019
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The ethical debate surrounding representations of violence 
unsurprisingly has no consensus. There are a myriad of 
contradictory opinions, and certainly no established framework 
for how to approach the disturbing topics that proliferate through 
our society. This is such a stalemate that in many ways trigger 
warnings have become a strange post-fact apology, ‘Don’t engage 
if you do not want to.’ However when considering a film as darkly 
challenging and polarising as Angelina Nikonova’s Twilight Portrait 
(2011), it is necessary to view the film through a critical lens and 
question, is the film’s existence justified?

On the one hand, stylistically, the film is an example of low budget 
filmmaking that auteurs should refer to. Directed by Nikonova and 
written by her and the film’s lead, Olga Dychovichnaya the pair 
created this darkly powerful film on a shoe string budget. Shot on 
a handheld Canon camera, in a world of high production budgets, 
it is a testament to execution and creative flair’s edge over money.  
The whole film is shot in an unnerving faded light, there is no 
brightness anywhere and the twilight portrait camera feature that 
becomes the film’s leitmotif is reflected in its own production  in a 
case of limited budgets acting as a strength and not a weakness. 
The confident, but probing view from the handheld pertains to a 
dark and grotty realism, this is further exacerbated by the bleak 
visions to Rostov on Don, the film’s location. Dyochovichnaya’s 
performance is phenomenal, her character is perversely compelling 
through an unending maze of disturbing sequences. Dan Fainaru 
for Screen Daily commented on the film’s remarkable production 
and use of amateur actors, ‘The entire film seems to be shot at 
dusk, even the sun has a chilly edge to it. Nikonova never loses 
control of a cast made up mostly of non-professionals who light up 
such secondary parts as the hostile waitress in a local restaurant 
or the disgruntled woman cop claiming the victim is the one to 
blame for being robbed.’ 

The film begins with a brutal rape committed by three policeman. 
In a dehumanising and horrific sequence, two wait and casually 
chat whilst the woman is violently violated by the other. Marina, 
the protagonist, hears the woman’s screams from her dacha, a 
horrific precursor of her own fate. Physical violence aside, the film 

is full of the disturbing apologies for violence and latent anger. The 
aforementioned policewoman who refuses to believe that the theft 
of Marina’s purse was not her own fault is one and the mother 
of a daughter who is sexually abused by her father but refuses 
to act on this terrible information is another. The film continually 
makes the point that it is not only the perpetrators that are guilty: 
we are all playing into a perverse mainframe of feigned ignorance, 
indifference and illicit perpetuation. In Nikonova’s film, people are 
hungry for the pain of others.

Even Marina’s occupation as a social worker is ambiguous, 
seemingly part social conscience and part voyeurism, she  admits 
at a birthday party it is her privilege to do such work; it is poorly 
paid and she has a wealthy husband. It is a statement that puts 
her motives under the magnifying glass, and when she begins a 
strange sexual relationship with her rapist, one wonders whether 
in some ways she feels it to be a strange fixation with society’s 
underbelly that has bled out of her professional life and into her 
personal life. As well as her sexual relationship with him, she 
spends a huge amount of time at his dilapidated apartment, 
gleaning information about his tragic childhood and life from his 
drug addled brother. When they have sex she says she loves him, 
which almost invariably results in him hitting her. It is compelling 
despite its abject horror, as viewers we are never fully sure 
whether it is a behavioural expression of trauma, a strange game 
of cat and mouse or almost an expression of Christian martyrdom 
and forgiveness. 

In a literary showdown between two provocative authors, 
David Foster Wallace accused Bret Easton Ellis of pandering 
‘Shamelessly to the audience’s sadism for a while, but by the 
end it’s clear that the sadism’s real object is the reader herself.’ 
This off-hand comment has proven to be a fertile framework 
for considering the ethics of violent depictions. Challenging and 
upsetting though it is, Nikonova’s film is a powerhouse that takes 
us through the harsh reality of sexual violence and trauma deeply 
underpinning our society and ultimately to a place where hope 
lightly glimmers.

Twilight Portrait
ANGELINA NIKONOVA

2011
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Opha says, ‘I rate this world nil.’ This declaration is based on 
humanity as a whole, children included. She makes a minor 
concession for animals, which she does admit she quite likes. Kira 
Muratova’s three part film is perversely funny. Belonging to the 
milieu of chernukha (derived from the Russian word  for black) the 
film’s absurdity, depictions of the abject and black humour propel 
what is an incisive commentary on humanity’s innate capacity for 
cruelty. The three parts were all written by different people, and 
have totally different storylines, but ultimately comprise one surreal 
noir film. The only narrative aspect the three parts have in common 
is that one would not initially suspect the murderer to be capable 
of such a monstrous act.

The first part, Boiler Room No. 6 begins at the zoo. The image of 
an elephant in an enclosure is the film’s opening. The elephant 
dolefully places its trunk over the barrier. A man, we later find 
out his name is Tikhomirov, squares up to a peacock as it unfurls 
its feathers. The man hisses and imitates the peacock’s attempt 
at intimidation. Then Tihkomirov enters a boiler room where his 
friend Gennady, a poet, works as a stoker. Boiler Room No. 6 sets 
up themes of claustrophobia and entrapment from the offset. The 
boiler room is filthy, small and loud. Muratova is known for her 
experimental use of sound, and this section of Three Stories is a 
testament to that. Machines whir, Gennady yells lines of poetry 
above the noise and a man, described as a slave, sings half naked. 
It is an enclosed world, one in which emotions are extreme and 
humans are directly compared to animals. The man tells the poet/
furnace loader that he is a superfluous man, ‘Just like Pechorin 
and Onegin who we studied at school.’ He says this whilst 
chain-smoking and pacing anxiously. Tikhomirov and Gennady 
exchange tales of enclosed living, Tikhomirov of his neighbour and 
Gennady of his landlady. Tikhomirov’s nervous state reaches a 
fever pitch during this discussion. Cultural thought, a deadly sense 
of entrapment, an inability to ameliorate the practicalities of his 
life and the terrifying aspects of human nature collide: Tikhomirov 
reveals he killed his neighbour.

The second part, Ophelia is the film’s centrepiece and the longest 
of the three stories. It is written by and starring Renata Litvinova 

as Ophelia, or Opha, an exceptionally beautiful and sociopathic 
woman. After the mania and incoherency of Boiler Room No. 
6,  Litvinova plays the role of Opha with a hilarious aptitude 
for the deadpan. At the centre of her deep seated misanthropy 
lies a special distaste for women who give up their children 
for adoption. Opha’s entire life has configured around finding 
revenge for her own abandonment as a small child. Wearing red 
lipstick and stockings, she prowls the hospital wards finding new 
victims. Her greater plan, access to the files which will reveal 
to her her own biological mother’s whereabouts, is also at play. 
When she murders a young woman, who gave up her child for 
adoption, she does it quickly and brutally with a stocking. Behind 
the woman’s dead body, and with no emotion on her face, she 
puts the stocking back on and leaves. Opha finds and kills her 
mother, who is reading Hamlet by the harbour. Opha provides her 
biological mother with a similarly literary death to her own name 
sake and her mother’s favourite character. Afterwards, in a very 
Lynchian moment, she sits on the small dock smoking and setting 
documents ablaze with her cigarette. 

The final part of Three Stories is Death and the Maiden. It is about 
a small girl, who is being looked after by her disabled grandfather. 
In a manner that contains a multitude of role reversals and 
revelations, characteristic of the way small children and the elderly 
interact, the pair argue. Throughout the short, the grandfather tells 
the girl of their history and a housing shortage is touched upon. It 
is said that the little girl and her mother, the old man’s daughter, 
will inherit the house once the old man dies. The dark short ends 
with the little girl poisoning the old man with rat poison. As in 
the other two parts, but perhaps more extremely here, we do not 
expect such a figure of innocence to be a murderer. In a post-
glasnost and and post-perestroika world, chernukha and dark 
narratives proliferated. It was almost as though the floodgates 
had opened and the cynicism and darkness inherent within 
people’s social narratives had burst forth after years of extreme 
censorship. Deborah Young, for Variety noted, ‘Everyday cruelty 
and unchecked madness, in a world where little value is placed on 
human life, form the common denominator of these amoral tales, 
told with Muratova’s brand of sophisticated black humour.’

Three Stories
KIRA MURATOVA

1997
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Anna Parmas made a film about a subject she knew intimately, 
divorce. At the beginning of the 2000s Parmas, the film’s writer 
and director, experienced a painful divorce from her first husband. 
Having moved past the glaring wound, she was able to view the 
difficult subject with comedy, a feat that required time, patience 
and closure to remove the inevitable insertion of self pity. The 
result is a wonderfully warm and funny film, in which characters 
are painted sympathetically, in spite of their glaring flaws, and the 
humour of a relationship breakdown is revealed. 

There is a strange irony in Russian society. Despite, or perhaps 
because, it is a nation with staunch, traditional values, and a strong 
familial culture, it has the world’s highest divorce rate. In 2019, 
per 1000 people, there were 6.5 marriages for 4.2 divorces. This 
statistic, however, tells nothing of the lived experience of this 
social phenomenon and the encompassing desperation invoked 
by divorce proceedings. Parmas, who is best known for her work 
on famous band Leningrad’s comedy music videos, is the queen 
of set pieces. Masha, played wonderfully by the indomitable 
Anna Mikhalkova, is seen fully clothed in a sauna berating her 
husband, drunkenly picking up her children from a police station 
after failing to collect them from kindergarten and nearly setting 
fire to her property after performing a bizarre spell in order to get 
her husband back. These episodes are not only hilarious, surreal in 
their progression but true to the emotions that underpin them, they 
begin an invigorating discourse about gender and maternity that 
undermines the restricting mythology of feminine gentility. 

Masha is introduced as the family’s major breadwinner, a doctor 
working three jobs to make ends meet, her efficacy in her 
profession is matched only by her failings as a parent. It should 
be noted, that these failings would not be picked up on if she was 
allowed the ‘hands-off’ approach society allows fathers. Misha, 
her husband, feels emasculated and let down by this sequence 
of events. Having been the major caregiver and housekeeper 
for six years, he is both resentful of his role, and of her inability 
to remember appointments that are important to the children 

and him. He tells his mistress, ‘I have been a hairy nanny for six 
years.’ But, the beauty of Parmas’ film is that no one is a hero or 
a villain. Misha and Masha are both displayed sympathetically, 
and the breakdown of their marriage is shown as something 
which is perhaps sad, but an unfortunate consequence of time, 
dissatisfaction and the exterior stress of financial and childcare 
obligations. Misha, whilst resentful of Masha, excels in his role as 
caregiver and truly loves his children. Masha, whilst stressed and 
chaotic, is kind hearted and eager to learn. In a society which holds 
patriarchal values dear, it is amazing to see a subversion of gender 
roles on screen. This is taken even further, when Misha accepts his 
natural ability to look after people and decides to move out of the 
field of geo-physics and into running a home for old people. 

Misha’s affair is suitably predictable, enough that it taps into the 
harsh reality of human nature but equally leaves rooms for Misha’s 
own character progression. He is not displayed as a deadbeat 
father with wandering eyes, but instead a kind and sensitive man 
who is in search for his own happiness. However, it is hard to not 
roll one’s eyes when happiness is revealed to be a fitness instructor 
in her early 20s. Having met her at the gym, on a membership 
bought for him by Masha, Misha plies his ‘princess’ with attention. 
The bed they share at her family home has a canopy over it, 
creating an effect that is romantic, tacky and childlike all at once. 
But in her home, he finds himself once on taking on a care role, 
this time with her grandmother. But this time, he takes pride in his 
ability.

Masha, after a series of desperate attempts to regain her marriage, 
settles into being alone. Ignoring her mother’s advice, which 
is centred around finding a new husband, Masha frees herself 
of the expectations and shackles of the older generation. Her 
and Misha continue to support one another, in a truly happy 
ending that redefines the notion of family, he phones her offering 
unending support. She affirms gratefully that she knows he will 
always support her before lying blissfully back on a lilo in a pool, 
wonderfully alone but endlessly loved. 

Let’s Get Divorced
ANNA PARMAS

2019
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Lyonya, the film’s 20 year old protagonist, is for the first time facing 
the working world. Hailing from a small town, Myshkin, in the 
Yaroslavl region, his life followed a set path: much like other men in 
his region, he would go to the local factory to work, spend his days 
there and his nights at the local disco. But, shortly after starting the 
factory folds, leaving him and hundreds of other factory workers in 
an unprecedented economic void.

Russia, vast and sprawling, has an excess of regions like Yaroslavl, 
places where outside the major city there is a lack of opportunity 
and the sheer size of the region makes renders travelling to the 
city for work out of the question. However, these stories rarely 
make it to screen. Places that lack the glamour of the city, or the 
romance of the countryside, are wildly under represented. Boris 
Khlebnikov’s focus on a relatively ordinary young man, may at 
first seem like a strange choice, simply a doleful boy picked for his 
comedic potential, but in a hilarious and brutally honest depiction 
Lyonya’s plight speaks to an unglamorous, endemic economic 
experience largely ignored by society. 

The humour with which Lyonya’s apathetic existence is 
represented is phenomenal. In his brief stint at a labouring 
job, Lyonya is forced to spend his days with a small group of 
coworkers. This comprises of their stupid and pompous supervisor, 
who takes deep pleasure in over explaining his tasks and tells 
him he must ‘dig with his soul.’ It is a scene which anyone who 
has been exposed to the phenomenally frustrating reality of self 
important management and strange restrictions of the working 
world, can look on with understanding, catharsis  and laughter. 
One of Lyonya’s other co-workers is a tall and lumbering man, who 
is virtually expressionless. Their subject of fascination is a local girl, 
his machismo co-workers describe her as, ‘pure sex’ with virtually 
no enthusiasm in a display of misogyny motivated by listlessness 
and boredom. 

Lyonya himself is wide eyed, much younger than most of the 
people he now hangs out with, he has crossed over from school 

and into the strange, degradation of work in a place where jobs 
are hard to come by. In one scene he sits on a dilapidated and 
rusting bench and listens to his moronic boss somewhat ironically 
describe him as a moron.  It is a moment that empowers him to 
walk straight back to the job centre and request another job, for 
which he is greatly chastised by the bureaucrat. Despite being 
the protagonist, Lyonya himself says very little, instead he largely 
observes the people around him. A couple of short sentences or 
questions from him is enough to begin tirades, hypothesis and 
criticisms from the people he is speaking to. He stands there a 
listless spectator, life happening to him.

Khlebnikov’s film speaks to the apathy that proliferates when 
people have unsatisfying options. Drinking is a common theme, 
a largely masculine event that takes place in quiet patches of 
countryside or beside dilapidated roads. When the factory 
initially folds, his older colleague tells him, ‘Today everyone will 
get sloshed. Tomorrow everyone is in the gutter.’ In this scene 
the men are drinking on a bench, staring at the river, the camera 
shoots them from behinds and their faces are not seen. Although, 
likely, if they were their expressions would not give much away. 
The conversation continues, the men still shot only from the back, 
they discuss the fact that the factory will be looted. One asks, ‘If 
they shut down the Kremlin, would everybody loot the Kremlin?’ 
Another replies, ‘I would, I’d take a star.’ 

In a heartbreaking scene, Lyonya swims drunkenly in the river, 
talking to his mother out loud and barely keeping afloat. It happens 
late in the film, but it is the first deep indicator of the true and 
dehumanising effect of a dreamless existence. Even the goat tied 
outside a house nearby Lyonya’s is trying to escape the shackles 
of their unfulfilling existence, Lyonya unties him and they both 
simultaneously walk out of shot. In the end, when a barge comes 
Lyonya gets on it. It is the first time we see him smile, floating 
freely up the endless river and far away. It is a fairytale where the 
happy ending is simply getting out.

Free Floating
BORIS KHLEBNIKOV

2006



www.klassiki.online

For a film about silence, ironically Saodat Ismailova’s piece is 
incredibly loud. Focusing on the tension between emptiness 
and action, strangely the dislocated space between the two 
becomes full of sound and texture. Dialogue is replaced by diegetic 
sounds, which become larger than expected, totally filling the 
soundtrack. When people are quiet, it seems they hear the low 
hum of background noise clearly: the slow screech of a train in 
the background, the scraping of a knife against bread and the 
near constant bleats of livestock. When people do speak it is 
often distorted, heard through a doorway, made strange and 
muffled by distance and barriers. Or it is a voice on a radio heard 
through crackling interference. Sometimes sound and image aren’t 
organically connected. The  radio broadcast of a woman’s tragic 
tale is heard over shots of the snowy mountains and the sound 
of wind is added as an another layer. In a scene shortly after a 
woman is shot with the thudding sound of a heartbeat over her 
mostly eclipsed image, suddenly the sound of her sobs begin to 
take over the soundscape. Initially the noises of despair work in 
tandem with the heartbeat, until eventually they take over the 
soundscape entirely. 

40 Days of Silence is devoid of masculine presence. The film is 
set in a rural, mountainous village in Tajikistan. Four generations 
of women come together under this roof, however their lives 
are touched by the actions or indeed absence of men. A strange 
cyclical history that repeats itself throughout the four generations 
is represented. The cycle is a mixture of independence and 
modernity, turning to dependence and cruelty and ultimately to 
tradition and new life. Amidst the stunning countryside, gorgeous 
and vibrant traditional patterns, there is a muted sadness brought 
out by Ismailova’s directorial choices. Ismailova’s cinematic 
palette has been compared to the great Andrei Tarkovsky and 
James Benning. Agnieszka Pikulicka-Wilczewska for Eurasianet 
described the Uzbek director as having transplanted, ‘Their moody, 
slow-burning gaze to a Central Asian setting.’  This effect is made 
all the more striking by the regional landscapes architecture, 
patterns and colours being so different from western styles. Seeing 
these vibrant scenes through a muted, melancholic lens gives a 
new visual perspective on the Central Asian region, and places 

Ismailova on the vanguard of defining a new cinematic language 
for a region underrepresented in film. 
One of the major themes in 40 Days of Silence is spirituality, this 
deep connection with tradition and the intangible is displayed 
as being so much more accessible from the remote village. The 
grandmother, at a religious ceremony, tells her granddaughter 
Bibichka, ‘Never leave the village again, your happiness is here.’ 
In this shot, all of the women are seated on the floor, around 
a smorgasbord of food. Their ages and expressions range far, 
from old to young, happy to stoic. Bibichka’s mother, however, 
desperately wants to leave the village. There is a man in the 
picture, only ever mentioned, and she longs to go to the city to join 
him. But the city is seen less a place of opportunity and more a 
place of moral decay by the older generation. 

The alternate name for 40 Days of Silence is ‘Chilla’, which 
is the spiritual practice of penance and solitude in Sufism. 
When Bibichka undergoes her forty days of prayer, silence and 
solitude, she retreats to her grandmother’s home. This ties the 
grandmother’s rural and traditional lifestyle with a great spiritual 
wealth. However, Chilla is also a penance, and it becomes 
gradually clear what Bibichka’s self imposed penance is for. But 
the message is not some distorted didactic on modernity, the 
city and sin, but rather a conversation about the organic cycles 
of human life and experience. In this case,  a dialogue, or lack 
thereof, centred around issues of womanhood and femininity in 
a patriarchal culture. In many ways, Ismailova’s film makes Islam 
and Sufism synonymous with women’s issues; returning that same 
grace, dignity and spirituality to often overlooked or disregarded 
lives.

Ismailova has said categorically that she is not a feminist, having 
found the term to not adequately answer the cultural issues faced 
by Central Asian and Muslim women. However, self subscription 
aside, her works focus on returning individuality to women from 
her region. Women who are othered and misunderstood by 
patriarchal structures and Western ignorance gain a grace and 
representation through her sorely needed artistry. 

40 Days of Silence
SAODAT ISMAILOVA

2014
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Lyokha tells Grishka, ‘All women are evil, all wars can be traced 
back to a woman… remember Vaska with the shaggy hair? Shot 
himself over a woman. Twice!’ The two best friends live a hyper 
masculine, rural existence. The days are spent tending to livestock 
and wrangling Marina, a particularly naughty goat, and the nights 
are spent playing table hockey, drinking beer and setting the world 
to rights with sprawling monologues, peppered with assumption, 
extrapolation and personal anecdotes. It is a strange, but peaceful, 
existence and its quiet beauty can be seen from the offset: in the 
bucolic lakes, lush greens and wooden interiors there is a life that 
is tender, useful and profound. 

After Tatiana’s husband, Aleksandr, dies in strange circumstances 
his funeral is a small local affair. With only two  people, Lyokha 
and Grisha looking on to the family’s grief. Tania herself becomes 
an object of fascination and attraction. All of a sudden, her lack of 
a partner shines a light on the men’s own loneliness, which until 
that point had been largely ignored. Lyokha, who was previously 
married is a bitter divorcee and is furious at his friend’s new 
interest in Tania. Their easy, gentle companionship had challenged 
social notions of needing to be married to experience community 
or family later in life. Previously, they had cut each other’s hair, 
worked each other’s land and even discussed merging their 
collective properties to form a kolkhoz. Whilst Tania’s new status 
as a widow is a humorous catalyst for an argument between the 
two men, inescapably their relationship was an enviable example 
of community. One which the social structure of marriage and 
family threatens. 

As Lyokha’s initial annoyance turns to competition for Tania’s 
affection, a series of genuinely comedic gaffs occur. Lyokha is 
played wonderfully by Roman Madyanov. The prolific actor has 
been in over 145 films, and his career has traversed Russian 
blockbusters, hard hitting dramas and children’s films. In this 
comedic role he excels, convincingly playing the ridiculous 

battering ram of a man with tender humour and characterisation. 
A drunken afternoon sees the trio enjoy a hazy, sunlit afternoon, 
Tania is oblivious to the competition between the two friends. As 
soon as she walks into her house Lyokha begins insulting Grisha 
as they stumble the few hundred yards to their houses in different 
directions. 

Beyond the natural and easy comedy of Eduard Parri’s film, it 
should be applauded for its representation. It is a rare departure 
from glamour, a wonderful depiction of rural life and middle 
aged love. Grisha visits his brother, who has long since moved 
to the city. Grisha asks his brother why he does not visit him in 
their hometown. Vitya replies, ‘Three huts and a sauna, what 
hometown?’ He also accuses Grisha of allowing life to pass him 
by, and says he has no need for wild mushrooms in the city. ‘I can 
have Japanese food delivered straight to my door. They use little 
sticks, but I just use my fingers.’ Vitya might not feel the charms of 
the countryside, but Grisha still does. What he sees in Tatiana is a 
woman who, much like him, is a dying breed of person, genuinely 
attracted to the beautiful, artisanal labour that comes with the land   
and living off it. 

The film’s climax hilariously takes place over Marina. When the 
goat, long overdue for slaughter, finds herself in a pit, the trio band 
together to save her. A mishap that nearly results in Marina’s life 
prompts an emotional outburst from Lyokha, who reveals quite 
how strongly he feels about his friend and the perceived challenge 
to their friendship that Tania represents. The shaky alliance of the 
last three active members of the tiny village is pulled into conflict. 
There are no easy answers to their predicament, the crossroads 
they’ve come to, or the atrophy closing in on their tiny slice of 
traditional life. What there is, however, is a love and respect on 
the part of the filmmakers when showing the provinces and in the 
genuine feeling the characters have for each other. 

Once Upon A Time
EDUARD PARRI

2017
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As a former ballet dancer and VGIK graduate, there is musicality 
and rhythm in Boris Akopov’s debut film. Aside from the pulsating 
soundtrack, there is an element of theatricality and rhythm inherent 
to the film’s major sequences. The film’s dynamic opening, the fight 
between two rival gangs and Anya’s sprint through the woods is 
choreographed wonderfully. The  fervour, violence and bloodshed 
is elevated to a desperate dance, and Akopov’s direction informed 
by his dancer’s eye, knows exactly how to capture physicality. 
Using a wide variety of shots, seamlessly cutting between close 
ups, mid range and long shots; he has a preternatural ability to 
make the raw power and speed of the human body apparent on 
screen. In the opening scene, he intersperses this with Anya’s 
pounding rush through the forest, her speed and the gangs’ fight 
is all underpinned by one ominous, minimal beat. In one scene, 
the gang boxes, and Akopov artfully catches the swift, rhythmic 
movements of their feet and hands. In another scene Anya dances 
after a make over, her elegant and joyful movements filling the 
room with a rare moment of joy. Later, the gang violently raids 
a market, accompanied by an aggressive hit song. The fighting 
becomes grotesquely beautiful when accompanied with music, 
a nod to the fixating power of violence which has assured the 
success of gangster films for decades.

The film has divided viewers, Meduza described it as a 
phenomenon, earning ‘Its share of enthusiastic fans and fierce 
critics.’ The critiques tend to note Akopov’s formalistic use of the 
gangster medium. However, these critiques tend to ignore both 
the obvious mastery the young filmmaker has over the form and 
the authenticity of the representation. Akopov himself grew up in 
the infamous Balashikha in the 1990s, and many of the scenes in 
the film are taken from his own childhood: ‘There is a scene where 
guys play in the streets, hear shots and run into the neighbouring 
yard, where they see a dying man with a grenade in his hand. This 
was shot not without some artistic exaggeration, but it happened. 
We were strolling through abandoned buildings, building a tree 
house, we suddenly heard shots and ran. Of course it’s necessary 
to run in the other direction, but we went straight for the shots. 
We were interested.’ When they reached the source of the sounds, 
they found two dead men. One was his friend’s uncle. Whilst 
Russian gangster films have earned a certain reputation, with 

Aleksei Balabanov’s Brother having become an iconic piece of 
Russian cinema and an emblem of post-Soviet violence and gang 
warfare, it has become easy to reject such pieces as prescriptive, 
or generic. However, it is vital to bear in mind that these films 
mirror a harsh reality and  over twenty years after the release 
of Brother, Akopov boldly reimagines the 1990s with a view 
to entertain the audience and to recall his own history. It is not 
imbued with any ideological leaning, rather it focuses on making 
its characters and their choices larger than life. His technique for 
doing so is to use the grand tropes of gangster films, but none 
the less, everyone still authentically represents the major social 
tensions and avenues available in such a town in the 1990s. 

Anton Bykov, the film’s stuttering lead, is played with a suitably 
dark artifice by Yuri Borisov. We learn that after a stint in prison, 
Anton a small time gang leader, got noticed for his smarts. The 
trouble is, he got noticed by the wrong people. Immediately, 
various tensions are set up in the plot. It is unknown to us as 
viewers whether Anton would have left the life of crime of his own 
accord. But it is somewhat irrelevant, an unforeseen debt has lead 
him straight back into the game, and his motley crew are as stupid 
and impulsive as they are violent. His relationship with the female 
lead, Tania, is one of the film’s most graceful facets. The two 
actors seem to share a genuine chemistry; clearly there is intense 
attraction between the two, but Tania’s bid to get out of their dead 
end town has her engaged to an Englishman. Anton sees through 
her engagement as loveless, but he is unable to weaponise this 
against her. She says to him, with an inscrutable demeanour, ‘I just 
want a normal life and I’ll do whatever it takes to get that.’ It is a 
pragmatic ambition, and one that places her lack of qualms into 
a sympathetic light. Moral dilemmas abound in an attempt by all 
the characters to join a comfortable middle class fantasy. So far 
removed from hope and peace, a life void of external conflict and 
with a medium level of comfort becomes the aim. An aim, which 
produces more great violence, which then ironically begets more 
violence. All this serves to do is draw the characters further and 
further away from their goal. Perhaps it has been done before, but 
Akopov’s revisit to delineates a time which left still apparent scars 
on Russian society today. 

The Bull
BORIS AKOPOV

2019
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Aleksei German Jr’s depiction of the space race is multifaceted. 
At the film’s start, we are told that the astronauts’ mission will 
accomplish what no man has managed before, only dogs have. 
There is already a strange tension at play. Using phrases such 
as ‘Man will go to where only god resides’, the film situates the 
mission as an endeavour which speaks more to humanity’s ego 
than as a genuine expression of our desire for progress. In fact 
German’s film is more an exploration of the follies of the human 
ego, than it is about the space race, or about those strange 
restrictive years after Khrushchev’s Thaw. This is deftly depicted 
on both an individual and social basis. Even the film’s title, Paper 
Soldier, which originates from the refrain of a song about a paper 
soldier whose self importance and vanity leads to his demise, plays 
to this theme. When Daniil’s wife Nina and a fellow colleague sing 
the ditty a line jumps out, ‘He kept begging for fire, forgetting he 
was made out of paper.’ 

The film is centred around Daniil and Nina, both are doctors 
working with the Soviet Space Programme in the lead up to Yuri 
Gagarin’s great flight. Daniil has qualms about the project, and 
fears that he is sending men to their death. Despite the glory of the 
Soviet Space Programme, the project has since become shrouded 
in ambivalence and controversy. That ambivalence has entered 
public discourse, both in Russian and internationally, in more 
recent years and Daniil’s fears are displayed as not ungrounded 
within the film, although his expression of concern is mostly 
centred around an unbecoming self pity. It is evident in the film 
that there is a scientific basis for his anxieties, and social concerns 
which relate to the ethics and efficacy of how the programme is 
conducted.

Historically, the legendary death of Vladimir Komarov, so soon 
after Yuri Gagarin’s first spectacular space flight, casts dark a 
shadow over the space experiments in the 1960s, and indeed 
over Gagarin’s own life. Notoriously Komarov, one of Gagarin’s 
best friends, was selected to command Soyuz 1. Everyone was 
aware the space capsule was not safe to fly, but everyone was 
fearful of Leonid Brezhnev’s reaction should they stall or cancel 
the schedule. Komarov fell from space, famously leaving behind 
a recording that blasted the Soviet state. This sorry episode was 

recently commented on in Adam Curtis’ latest documentary series I 
Just Can’t Get You Out of My Head, where the documentary maker 
related the tragic death to the  rampant Cold War fixation with 
power, glory and achieving scientific firsts. Viktor Pelevin, a highly 
successful contemporary Russian writer, has also tackled the 
cruelty and glory-seeking culture of the Soviet Space Programme 
in his 1992 work, Omon Ra. It is vital to consider this film and its 
characters in the context of not only tragic historical events  after 
Gagarin’s flight but to a post-Soviet satirical response to one of the 
Soviet Project’s greatest perceived victories. 

In spite of his own concerns, Daniil is clearly driven by a desire to 
go down in history. This is not explicit but an implicit suggestion. 
Daniil lives in the shadow of his father, and he does this not 
particularly graciously. He is sent into spirals of self loathing and 
aggression when well-meaning colleagues mention his  late 
father’s greatness. It is hard to not consider this character trope in 
light of Aleksei German Jr’s own relationship to his own famous 
father, Aleksei German, one of the undisputed greats of Russian 
cinema. Perhaps it is a self-aware homage to a familiar feeling 
of being overshadowed. So it is both ironic and rewarding to see 
German Jr establish himself in this film as a wonderful filmmaker in 
his own right. We see him take over the same preoccupations with 
history, revisionism and debate that both the works of his father 
and grandfather, the famous writer Yuri German, are shot through 
with, by tackling one of most exquisite examples of the limits of the 
human condition: our first flight to space.

Paper Soldier plays with the tensions inherent in this fertile theme;  
the great leap into the unexplored, unhuman and unknown, and 
the kind of society that is capable of producing such a feat. To 
this end, the spectre of Stalin hangs over the film. It is stated that 
Daniil’s parents were killed in a camp. When Anton Chekhov’s 
play, Three Sisters (1901), is brought up, Nina laughs, ‘Where 
would those sisters be under Stalinism. Dead!’ The millions killed 
under Stalin’s power are mentioned multiple times. Implicitly,  a 
picture is being painted of a state that continues to live under this 
dark heritage of artifice, greed and ruthlessness. Daniil is pulled 
into this, as against his better judgement he works toward an aim 
he fears, one which has the potential to take lives to achieve glory. 

Paper Soldier
ALEKSEI GERMAN JR

2008
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The Merya people, a branch of the Volga Fins, are an indigenous 
group of Finno-Ugric people living in Russia. Whilst they still exist, 
their culture and language have mostly atrophied, having been 
consumed into the dominant Russian culture that exists around 
them. Aleksei Fedorchenko’s Silent Souls (2010) is a dreamlike 
meditation on grief and ritual. The plot follows best friends, Miron 
and Aist, as they undergo their culture’s ancient funeral rites for 
Miron’s dead wife.  

Shot in the wet, old and misty expanses of the western Russian 
countryside, Mikhail Krichman’s cinematography provides an 
ethereal, and strangely sad, interface for the film. Krichman is 
best known for his partnership with Andrei Zvyagintsev, and 
has collaborated on all seven of his films with him. The duo have 
won multiple awards, and Krichman has become internationally 
recognised in his field. His lens is invaluable to Silent Souls. He 
treats the challenging subject matter with dignity, beauty and 
transforms the unnerving into haunting images. In one of the film’s 
early scenes, we witness Aist and Miron prepare Tania’s body for 
burial. It is, of course, unsettling to see two men moving motionless 
limbs, but shot from a low angle and combined with the devoted 
sincerity of Aist and Miron as they attend to their task, a new more 
dignified message is quickly conveyed. Aist explains the ritual 
in a voiceover, they are treating the body as one would a bride. 
This includes plaiting colourful threads through the pubic hair and 
adorning the body with silk and lotion. When compared to a bride, 
it is easy to see the beauty in this delicate and joyful ritual. It is rare 
in western culture now, to be intimately or physically involved with 
the process post-death. It is often something that is deferred to 
morticians, in spite of death’s inevitability we shy away from the 
reality of a body. This challenge to the viewer is an enormous part 
of Fedorchenko’s film, but it is a gentle question as opposed to a 
provocation.  

Despite being the point of reflection, in a film that configures 
nudity and intense discussion about the individual, Silent Souls 
does not objectify its leading lady. Against all odds, she is the film’s 
subject as opposed to its object. Even in flashbacks she is largely 
silent, but her image looms over the film, and her personality is 
conveyed through the men’s love for her. As the pair travel to 
Miron and Tania’s honeymoon spot, which turns out to be relatively 

near their area, it is obvious she was a woman of good but simple 
taste. The spot in itself is stunning, but it is a natural place, a 
location which is truly elemental. There is a focus on the simple 
parts of life in this film, a wooden bridge that swings low over a 
lake; and empty valley and two little birds tweeting in a wooden 
cage between the driver and passenger seat. Everything is deeply 
symbolic, but in a way that is so holistic and natural it appears 
embedded and unpretentious. Early in the film, Aist states that his 
father, a now dead poet, once told him, ‘If your soul hurts write 
about what you see around you.’ There is undoubtedly an element 
of playing close attention to the sensory and the surroundings, in 
a work that visually translates that heightened and yet clouded 
sensation of grief. 

Sex is one of the film’s major themes, and it is inextricably bound 
up with physicality, memory and joy. It is not presented as 
romanticised or glamourised. The bodies of normal people are 
shown in a stark light, and with a refreshingly cavalier approach. 
In one scene Miron reminisces on his and his wife’s first time 
together. Shortly after Tania’s funeral, Aist and Miron have sex with 
who women they meet at a department store. In a highly unique 
sex scene, to convey the act, the two women lie next to each other 
and pantomime sex as though a man was there. Fedorchenko 
strips all actions back to the physical, and simultaneously 
transcends them. 

Kino Kultura stated that the rituals depicted in the film are nearly all 
made up. However, this is both not the point and exactly the point: 
the conveyed beauty and dignity of the rituals is symbolic, whether 
or not they actually occurred historically; and in a film about a lost 
culture, made up rituals seems incredibly apt. As the pair drive to 
the funeral, Miron works through his memories, and Aist is solidly 
there, perfectly present for all of them. In so many ways, memory 
is an act of defying death and Silent Souls seeks to remind us of 
raw power of remembrance, and the potential for dignity in death. 
It was put best by a New York Times Reviewer Jenneat Catsoulis, 
‘Populated by memories and dappled with desire, Silent Souls is 
part folk tale, part lesson in letting go. In its quiet acceptance of 
the passing of time, this unusual film reminds us that to die is not 
always the same as to disappear.’

Silent Souls
ALEKSEI FEDORCHENKO

2010
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Aleksandr Khant’s award winning debut turns the tropes of indie 
cinema on its head. The main focus is a road trip between an 
estranged father and son. The son in question is an angry and 
disillusioned young man, and it is clear to see why; he lives and 
works in a dead end town, the interiors are are full of colourful 
clashing prints and the fashion is quintessentially ‘gopnik’. Noted 
for its comic book aesthetic, despite its potentially intimate 
subject matter, the pacing is fast and the plot explosive. It is 
entirely, and refreshingly, unpretentious in its depiction of its 
unsympathetic characters and violence’s habit of begetting 
violence. Stephen Dalton for Screen Daily described the piece 
as,  ‘Cloaking semi-serious art house ingredients in lurid action-
comedy clothes, Khant’s debut feature ticks enough boxes to 
potentially make a theatrical splash beyond the festival bubble. 
Imagine Toni Erdmann directed by Quentin Tarantino.’

Viktor, known as Garlic to his friends, has a dream. He wants to 
buy his mistress a flat. When Alexey, his estranged father, re-
emerges in his life he is drawn in by the promise of inheritance. But 
the inheritance is conditional, he must transport his disabled father 
to a nursing home. Due to the bureaucratic nightmare of modern 
Russian processes, this means a trip in a garish red van across the 
sprawling country with an ailing man in the back. Think Little Miss 
Sunshine without a heartwarming central message. The desire to 
give his mistress an apartment is in part an expression of wanting 
to space from his wife. His wife is a woman who evidently does 
not like him very much, and it is not unjustified. He shares a child 
with her he mostly ignores, but evidentially has some desire to not 
repeat the process of abandonment he found himself victim of. 

Alexey is portrayed by Aleksei Serebryakov, who played the 
lead role in Andrei Zvyagintsev’s Leviathan (2014). It is a career 
highlight for the esteemed actor, who plays the tough ex-con 
entirely convincingly. A combination of iron willed and bemused 
by life, the pair’s mutual hatred drives the film’s plot. At one point 
Viktor attempts to kill his father, but he is outwitted by his father’s 

longstanding criminal history and his ability to think on his feet. 
The vagaries of their journey and internal power struggle are 
ever changeable. New familial issues arise over the trip, as do old 
prison rivalries and violence happens suddenly and senselessly. In 
one scene, Viktor deliberately winds up the boyfriend of another 
estranged relative by claiming to want to marry her. In this moment 
we understand the depths of Viktor’s proclivity for violence. He 
thrives off the base nature of a punch up. Khant’s direction is truly 
commendable in this scene, his ability to direct action is uncanny. 
By zooming into Viktor from afar, he captures the very moment 
that Viktor decides to fight. 

The characters the duo meet on the way are exceptionally varied. 
The far reaching nature of his father’s chaotic life have affected 
so many. Some for better, but apparently many for worse. A 
notable side character is the former cell mate they visit in a strange 
town on the way. The Russian countryside is an endless sprawl 
of trees and no life appears outside the window for miles. They 
occasionally reach and stop at points of civilisation and this always 
becomes a catalyst for more madness. Normally the bucolic view 
out the window is accompanied by the pounding Russian rap that 
Viktor favours, violent refrains or drug references reverberate over 
the images of lush woodland. Insane acts of violence occur in the 
midst of those tall green trees. In one highly successful scene, 
Viktor pulls over and tricks a conman into leaving his car. When 
the man had been sat inside, he’d changed the station to jazz. We 
hear jazz over the idyllic view of the Russian countryside. All of 
a sudden, as Viktor and the man reach a violent altercation, the 
soundtrack is changes back to a violent, crashing baseline. 

Kharms, a VGIK graduate, was known and commended for his 
shorts prior to this electrifying release. Now, having won the 
East to West competition at Karlovy Vary Film festival, he has 
situated himself as an exciting director. One of a new generation of 
filmmakers who find themselves unpretentiously investigating the 
dark underbelly of Russian life with humour and vigour. 

How ‘Viktor The Garlic’ took ‘Alexey The Stud’ to the Nursing Home
ALEKSANDR KHANT 

2019
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‘What did the critics call it? A superiority complex masked by false 
insecurity.’  Simon, his friend and uncompromising writer, throws 
this at Boris at a dinner party. Boris, a former novelist, has since 
become a stand up comedian. Once provocative and with great 
literary dreams, his life now is as a communist party favourite. His 
spiel is vanilla, predictable and childish. If humour can be catharsis, 
satire and laughing so one doesn’t cry Boris’ jokes are so bland 
they are almost offensive in their palatability. 

Set in the 1980s, discontent in the Soviet Union is high but a 
culture of fear abounds. Boris and his friends form an interesting 
subsection of different artistic archetypes in the Soviet Union. 
There is Simon, who is unremitting and not wrongfully proud of 
this. He is a portrait of a writer who belongs to a great tradition 
of philosophy, polemic and depth so rife in 19th century and early 
20th century Russian literature. Conversely Max, an actor, has 
found his cultural affiliation with the US. He returns saying that ‘he 
still has the dirt of the desert on his hands.’ When Simon criticises 
Boris, Max defends him, what use is provocation when no one will 
print it? Boris seems to be one of those people that life happened 
to, his former career as a novelist is mentioned frequently. In one 
of the film’s earliest scenes, a woman asks him to sign her book 
and claims that her and her daughter consider him one of the 
lost potential greats. Boris plays it off with humour, ‘this might 
be the only book that goes down in value once it is signed by the 
author.’ His desire for an easy life has taken its pound of flesh in 
another way. His friend’s don’t respect him, neither does his son 
who has a penchant for anti-communist rock. He clearly does 
not respect himself much either. After a sexual encounter with a 
woman, he breaks down like a child, his normally lightly cynical 
exterior broken. In becoming one of the Soviet Union’s leading 
media figures, he has lost any real passion. The irony here is, Boris 
is not even supporting the system. It is more that it is so blatantly 
apparent, that jokes that do not touch on it it is a strange apology 
for its existence. 

Also, in many ways, being publicly seen means Boris lives in a 
state of fear. This is something largely forgotten by the people 
that criticise him for his success. But it is a system where success 
means that you’re locked in and constantly scrutinised. It is a 
platform for life, but this is a prison sentence. This is consolidated 
when Boris is picked up by KGB agents in the middle of the night. 
Anything could happen at any moment. It transpires that he has 
been taken to give a performance for cosmonauts, and yet it could 
have been anything else . 

Michael Idov, the film’s director and the screenwriter for Leto 
(2018), was a child in the 1980s. His film’s a tinged with a self 
aware nostalgia for the past. It is not just a critical film, there is 
a deliberate beauty and melancholic lens born on the culture of 
the past. Anton Dolin for Meduza commented on this particular 
perspective apparent in Idov’s films, ‘Idov is fortunate to have dual 
optics: he looks at the late Soviet experience from within, through 
the lends of childhood nostalgia, and from the outside, with the 
irony of the successful emigrant.’ This mixture of love and criticism 
is what makes The Humorist (2019) such a successful film. 

In contemporary Russian filmmaking, there has been a trend 
toward criticising the contemporary society through a depiction 
of the former Soviet Union. Whether this is truly intended by the 
directors and artists who who worked on the film, or whether it 
is an extrapolation in critical analysis is somewhat redundant to 
consider. The fact of the matter is, the preoccupation with the dark 
sides of the past is nearly always a symptom of discontent with 
the present, conscious or subconscious, or why would one loop 
back to certain issues? Therefore, it is very easy to agree with the 
argument that Michael Idov’s film is a distorted polemic on the 
present, and the high strictures upon art in modern Russia today. 
This is best highlighted by the scene where Boris can barely bring 
himself to meet his own eyes in the mirror. It is a case of past 
meeting present and the disturbing sense of identification that that 
provides.  

The Humorist
MICHAEL IDOV

2019
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Yuri Bykov’s third feature film, The Fool, is a continuation of the 
director’s fixation with morality, class division and public capacity 
for extreme cruelty - via the strange path of apathy and distraction. 
The film opens with a scene of blistering violence, a man searching 
for his money in a crowded apartment block viciously beats a 
woman. The pipe behind the violent man explodes and he lets out 
a cry of pain. In amongst the hissing pipes and dark and squalid 
surroundings, it is apparent that this environment is making itself 
known in the reality of people’s lives. This is later consolidated 
when Dima’s mother bemoans their poverty and social condition, 
‘I’m ashamed to look wealthy people in the eye.  Even our health is 
worse than theirs.’

Russian and Soviet housing has historically posed a very specific 
set of urgent questions. Whilst there are embedded structural 
and city planning issues in every country, the unique nature 
of pre-Soviet industrialisation, Soviet city planning and post-
Soviet social restructuring has left modern Russia with a strange 
structural legacy and symbolically freighted relationship to 
housing and buildings. Bykov’s unflinching gaze on corruption and 
inequality provides a challenging but necessary watch, one that is 
fundamentally underpinned by multiple theories on humanity. One 
theory is the deep effect that physical structures have on people’s 
lives. This is seen two-fold in the wealth divide that is explored 
in the film, firstly through the frantic environment, mob mentality, 
substance abuse and pervasive desperation felt by the inhabitants 
of the collapsing building; and conversely, through the moral 
decay, decadent social excess and ruthless nature of the wealthy 
bureaucrats. It is noted, early on in the film, that the government 
building is a stone’s throw from the dilapidated and dangerous 
apartment block. 

Yet these two worlds could not be more different. This is 
exemplified best by the mayor’s birthday party that Dima crashes. 
The mayor and her contemporaries shine with health, and are clad 
in expensive clothing. But despite their finessed exteriors, there 
is a serious and terrible lack of empathy that proliferates through 
their section of society. Nina, the town’s corrupt and imperious 
Mayor, during an address to the town says, ‘A fish rots from the 
head down. If I am rotten then so are you.’ Shaun Walker, for an 

interview in The Guardian with Bykov asked him whether his 
characters only have a choice between moral corruption or self 
destruction. Bykov replied, ‘I hope that maybe people who watch 
the film will think again whether it’s best to build their lives around 
pragmatism and mercenary concerns, or instead think about the 
fact that at some point in your life you’ll realise you’ve betrayed 
yourself and it’ll be hard to live with that.’

It is a powerful message, one that has engaged artists forever. Our 
capacity as humans to turn a blind eye to suffering and follow the 
status quo is an unfortunate characteristic of the human condition. 
Yet Dima, Bykov’s main character, becomes a strange experiment: 
what happens when you drop somebody good into a world of 
corruption and indifference? The outcome is disturbing, brutal 
and unfortunately rings true in its tragedy. The title of the film is 
almost certainly a reference to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s great work, 
The Idiot.  Dostoevsky expressed that his intention with that novel 
was to depict a ‘positively good and beautiful man.’ As The Idiot 
is an exploration of what happens when such a unique individual 
is dropped into the murky and self righteous abyss of human 
society, Bykov, in his interview with Walker stated, ‘Dima Nikitin 
is not really the main focus What’s interesting to me is how the 
people around Dima react to him, to the appearance of this saint-
like being. He makes life difficult for everyone else with his moral 
rectitude.’

It is important to take a moment to consider Bykov’s unique 
position in Russian film. An artist, moral and serious to his core, 
he operates out of his own production studio which he set up in 
order to maintain control of his art. But, this is not a consequence 
of generational wealth or spending ability. Bykov was born in the 
Ryazan region in a trailer, and grew up in a single parent family. 
His position in the Russian film world is hard earned, and his 
pursuit of social morals and artistry leave him unaffected by it. His 
films remain intoned with the culture of the provinces and the voice 
of Russia’s working class. This alongside Bykov’s multifaceted 
role as a producer, writer and actor draws to mind the late, great 
Vasili Shukshin, an auteur who similarly hailed from the provinces 
and whose unique, unbending voice breathed new life, and much 
needed diversity into Soviet film. 

The Fool
YURI BYKOV

2014
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Yuri Bykov’s third feature film, The Fool, is a continuation of the 
director’s fixation with morality, class division and public capacity 
for extreme cruelty - via the strange path of apathy and distraction. 
The film opens with a scene of blistering violence, a man searching 
for his money in a crowded apartment block viciously beats a 
woman. The pipe behind the violent man explodes and he lets out 
a cry of pain. In amongst the hissing pipes and dark and squalid 
surroundings, it is apparent that this environment is making itself 
known in the reality of people’s lives. This is later consolidated 
when Dima’s mother bemoans their poverty and social condition, 
‘I’m ashamed to look wealthy people in the eye.  Even our health is 
worse than theirs.’

Russian and Soviet housing has historically posed a very specific 
set of urgent questions. Whilst there are embedded structural 
and city planning issues in every country, the unique nature 
of pre-Soviet industrialisation, Soviet city planning and post-
Soviet social restructuring has left modern Russia with a strange 
structural legacy and symbolically freighted relationship to 
housing and buildings. Bykov’s unflinching gaze on corruption and 
inequality provides a challenging but necessary watch, one that is 
fundamentally underpinned by multiple theories on humanity. One 
theory is the deep effect that physical structures have on people’s 
lives. This is seen two-fold in the wealth divide that is explored 
in the film, firstly through the frantic environment, mob mentality, 
substance abuse and pervasive desperation felt by the inhabitants 
of the collapsing building; and conversely, through the moral 
decay, decadent social excess and ruthless nature of the wealthy 
bureaucrats. It is noted, early on in the film, that the government 
building is a stone’s throw from the dilapidated and dangerous 
apartment block. 

Yet these two worlds could not be more different. This is 
exemplified best by the mayor’s birthday party that Dima crashes. 
The mayor and her contemporaries shine with health, and are clad 
in expensive clothing. But despite their finessed exteriors, there 
is a serious and terrible lack of empathy that proliferates through 
their section of society. Nina, the town’s corrupt and imperious 
Mayor, during an address to the town says, ‘A fish rots from the 
head down. If I am rotten then so are you.’ Shaun Walker, for an 

interview in The Guardian with Bykov asked him whether his 
characters only have a choice between moral corruption or self 
destruction. Bykov replied, ‘I hope that maybe people who watch 
the film will think again whether it’s best to build their lives around 
pragmatism and mercenary concerns, or instead think about the 
fact that at some point in your life you’ll realise you’ve betrayed 
yourself and it’ll be hard to live with that.’

It is a powerful message, one that has engaged artists forever. Our 
capacity as humans to turn a blind eye to suffering and follow the 
status quo is an unfortunate characteristic of the human condition. 
Yet Dima, Bykov’s main character, becomes a strange experiment: 
what happens when you drop somebody good into a world of 
corruption and indifference? The outcome is disturbing, brutal 
and unfortunately rings true in its tragedy. The title of the film is 
almost certainly a reference to Fyodor Dostoevsky’s great work, 
The Idiot. Dostoevsky expressed that his intention with that novel 
was to depict a ‘positively good and beautiful man.’ As The Idiot 
is an exploration of what happens when such a unique individual 
is dropped into the murky and self righteous abyss of human 
society, Bykov, in his interview with Walker stated, ‘Dima Nikitin 
is not really the main focus What’s interesting to me is how the 
people around Dima react to him, to the appearance of this saint-
like being. He makes life difficult for everyone else with his moral 
rectitude.’

It is important to take a moment to consider Bykov’s unique 
position in Russian film. An artist, moral and serious to his core, 
he operates out of his own production studio which he set up in 
order to maintain control of his art. But, this is not a consequence 
of generational wealth or spending ability. Bykov was born in the 
Ryazan region in a trailer, and grew up in a single parent family. 
His position in the Russian film world is hard earned, and his 
pursuit of social morals and artistry leave him unaffected by it. His 
films remain intoned with the culture of the provinces and the voice 
of Russia’s working class. This alongside Bykov’s multifaceted 
role as a producer, writer and actor draws to mind the late, great 
Vasili Shukshin, an auteur who similarly hailed from the provinces 
and whose unique, unbending voice breathed new life, and much 
needed diversity into Soviet film. 

The Fool
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‘You are the son of the photographer and your memory is only 
showing film’ - Joseph Brodsky, In A Room and a Half 

Andrei Khrzhanovsky, a filmmaking veteran and dazzling animator, 
came to the attention of international audiences with A Room 
and a Half (2014). In a reimagining of the internal life of famous 
author and émigré Joseph Brodsky, Khrzhanovsky blends past 
with imagined present, live-action with animation, in a spectacle 
where timelines merge and break apart as they mimic an internal 
world of memory, hope, loss and longing. Early on in the film, a 
paraphrase of the aforementioned quote appears. What transpires 
is a series of 45 written photographs which re-imagine episodes 
in Brodsky’s life, some real and some imagined. But for all of the 
delicate whimsy of Khrzhanovsky’s film, it speaks too a number of 
dark and serious themes relating to disembodiment, exile, housing 
issues and totalitarianism.

Brodsky was part of a spate of exiles from the intelligentsia in 
the Soviet Union and then became of New York’s most famous 
immigrant sons. Aged only 24 he was exiled for ‘social parasitism’. 
This was an alleged, endemic crime. One which sent many of the 
great minds of the time westward bound, where largely they were 
forced to remain dislocated from their countries and families. Of 
the many references to Brodsky’s prose and artistic works that 
proliferate through the film, providing a backbone of images and 
narrative insights that underpin Khrzhanovsky’s exploration, the 
major reference is to the essay, In a Room and a Half, from where 
the film takes its’ name. It is a piece that was originally written 
in English. Brodsky, a poet that Wikipedia describes firstly as 
American, secondarily as Russian, gave his answer for this, ‘But 
English grammar at least proves to be a better escape route from 
the chimneys from the state crematorium, than Russian. To write 
about them in Russian would be only to further their captivity.’ 
Khrzhanovsky’s film reclaims this piece, re-contextualising 
the title that Brodsky himself noted was ill-fitted to English, ‘If 
not in English, this measure make sense of space.’ By using a 
retranslation of an ill-fitting English construction derived from 
a Russian phrase, Khrzhanovsky, with prime self awareness, 
imagines his Brodsky on a returning trip. 

Richard Brody for the New Yorker picked up on the thorny issue 
of the Russian languageness of the film: ’The mere fact that 
Khrzhanovsky turns Brodsky’s text into Russian:  whether in 
flashback sections that feature Russian characters speaking to 
each other in Russian, or in the sections featuring a fictionalised 
Brodsky himself making a return trip to Russia and music 
autobiographically in Russian:  and doesn’t allude too Brodsky’s 
linguistic aversion is problematic.’ This reading of the situation is 
somewhat limited, both from a linguistic perspective and from a 
cultural perspective. The film is an act of self-aware wish fulfilment 
that serves to explore the real and traumatic issues Brodsky had. 
The juxtaposition of the animated sequences, home-coming and 
journey into a  nostalgic childhood interior making more real the 
reality of exile for the poet and forced severance from home and 
family. This is reflected in the gorgeous, ephemeral animation 
sections which range from childlike visions of a cat flying, to 
silhouettes of the intelligentsia dancing. It strives to answer a deep 
question, one without a clear answer, what do exiles mean to their 
native culture and vice versa? Does their association and affiliation 
stop with the rupture?

In an interview with Nick Bradshaw for the BFI, Khrzhanovsky 
expressed a deep and enduring love for Brodsky’s poetry, born 
around the same time and with similar memories of communal 
apartments and shared friends. The poet and the animator were 
part of the same vanguard. In spite of Brodsky’s forced departure 
from the nation, his legacy was kept alive and lived on within. 
Khrzhanovsky mentioned, ‘I read a lot of his poetry, even before 
they began to print it in Russia- which they only did after the 
USSR collapsed. People used to copy and distribute his poems by 
hand; I recently found some copies in my own handwriting from 
half a century ago.’ 

Ultimately A Room and a Half (2009) is an act of daring 
remembrance, to a troubled, but wonderfully creative past. It is 
also an act of establishing and celebrating Brodsky as a Russian 
voice. It both places him in the pantheon and brings to focus the 
basis of the poet’s life. It is one he was forcibly removed from, but 
that still resided strongly in his art. 

A Room and a Half
ANDREI KHRZHANOVSKY
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Hello, It’s Me! (1966) is a layered film, one which reflects on 
memory, loss and life, regained through a portrait of Artyom, a 
physicist and a man in mourning. Shot in elegiac and melancholy 
black and white, the film’s gentle soundtrack and cinematography 
perfectly communicate the malaise of its main character, a 
condition of dignified sadness and a gentle, quiet hope. 

Artyom lost his love Lyusya during the war. The events that led 
to his knowledge of this are revealed slowly, heartbreakingly and 
in a non-linear fashion. Despite its non-linearity however, the 
strands of past and present woven through the film, are easy to 
follow. This is not an abstract reflection on the state of the human 
mind, rather a film that mimics the peaks and troughs of trauma 
and healing. We see the little girl who bears the news of Lyusya’s 
departure, standing under popular children’s store ‘Children’s 
World’, long before her significance to us as viewers becomes 
clear. Slowly, we discover the little girl was sent by Lyusya to their 
agreed meeting place to bring Artyom the news that she is leaving 
for the front. In a letter Artyom eventually receives from Lyusya, 
which clarifies her situation further, she says, ‘I’ve told everything 
to a tiny little girl. I don’t know whether she will find you.’ Whilst 
Artyom’s loss is individualised, Dovlatyan’s film powerfully evokes 
the dislocated chaos and instability suffered by loved ones during 
the Second World War. In a flashback to Moscow, plaintive 
announcements are heard over the main square. Messages are 
sent by people desperately seeking news of their loved ones. The 
people that congregate are looking for a message too. There is no 
guarantee that these will be the right people: a young man seeks 
his mother and another message states, ‘It’s been two years since 
we last saw one another.’ People continue to live in potentially 
senseless hope. 

Outside this dark, emotional epicentre of memory and grief, the 
plot in the present focuses on Artyom and his colleagues’ quest 
to build a cosmology laboratory in Armenia’s beautiful Aragat 
mountains. Artyom, who is based on the real life physicist Artem 
Alikhanian, becomes a symbol for the reclamation of Armenian 
achievement and Armenian identity. This is clearly expressed 
in the mission to build a laboratory in Armenia in the first place. 

Throughout the film Artyom is met with scepticism and frequently 
asked the question, ‘Why not Moscow?’ To which he replies, ‘What 
made you think Moscow, Moscow?’ 

The 1960s in Armenian was a very sensitive time, one which 
heralded an enormous cultural turn away from Moscow-centric 
power, into national pride and remembrance for those tragically 
lost during the genocide. 1965 saw the first demonstrations in 
Yerevan, demanding recognition of that genocide and 1967 saw 
the first memorial established. This is important to note, as in the 
decades directly proceeding the 1960s, Armenians had largely 
lived in a Russified state. It was a huge cultural shift, and one 
that filtered through into everything, from the revival of internal 
infrastructure, as the laboratory project represents, to in the way 
that Armenians considered their own history and language. The 
film begins with the 1966 victory of Armenian grandmaster, 
Tigran Petrosian’s victory in the world championship over Russian 
player Boris Spassky. The subtext of this scene is clear, but it 
being positioned as the film’s opening sequence also gives it 
inordinate value. The people eagerly watching in the square cheer 
and celebrate. There is a new focus, not only on the victories of 
Armenia, but on people’s happiness too. 

Artyom, whose painful memories live inside him is a figure who is 
keeping the joy and beauty of what he has lost alive. This makes 
him synonymous with Armenia’s future in a way where that 
individualisation is a reflection of the greater cultural whole. Karen 
Kalantar, the film critic, noted that Artyom’s own memories are 
expressed as a ‘wider and deeper memory, the national memory 
of the Armenians.’ But the film’s unique power lies in its hope; and 
the ability of an individual, and a country, to rebuild.  As Artyom 
continues to live, with the people he loved still with him, he goes 
on to find new love and a new life. However, the pull of the old and 
the places and people that made him remain deep and resonant, 
even as his dear friends pass into the past. In the last scene of 
the film he walks through the ruins of an old fortified town in the 
mountains,  touching his bare feet to his native land. When a Priest 
asks him whether he got lost, he replies, ‘Father, I know these 
lands well.’
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Andrei Zvyagintsev is Russia’s most prominent contemporary 

director. Garlanded with awards and international acclaim, the film 

world stands to attention whenever he releases a film. Elena (2011), 

his third feature, won the Special Jury Prize in the Un Certain 

Regard section at Cannes as well as Russia’s Golden Eagle for best 

film. Yet Zvyagintsev’s success can seem strange. He focuses on 

intimate family dramas and harsh psychological profiles, where 

individual stories of grief and hardship constitute a piercing 

critique of contemporary Russia. Whilst applauding Zvyagintsev 

himself, critics are often taken aback by the tragic scale of his 

works. And yet, his films for all their specificity and brutality, leave 

audiences rapt. 

Anyone familiar with Zvyagintsev’s films would be able to name 

the director and perhaps even the film from seeing just a few out 

of context shots. The gorgeous and ghostly cinematography that 

defines his mature works was developed between Zvyagintsev 

and his long term cinematographer Mikhail Krichman, the visual 

language transforming these harrowing tales into modern-day 

fables. Elena is a film that shows more than it tells. For an intimate 

family drama, the dialogue is sparse. When dialogue occurs it is 

vital and revealing. The rest is told through the convergence of the 

visual and aural; the film features an evocative Philip Glass score, as 

well as incredible performances. 

Nadezhda Markina, the eponymous Elena, won the Nika Award 

and the IFFI award for best actress for her work in the film. Really, 

Markina plays two roles in the film. First, as the wife of a wealthy 

older man, and second, as the matriarch of an impoverished 

family. When these two roles become irreconcilable, Elena makes 

a desperate choice. As is often the case with Zvyagintsev, internal 

conflict is expressed through the external environment, the visual 

interface of the film providing telling contrast. As Elena travels 

from her luxurious home in Moscow’s centre to the crumbling 

block where her son and his family live on the outskirts, the 

viewer journeys across Russia’s stark class divide. This binary is 

even expressed through Elena’s appearance. Zvyagintsev said 

of his leading lady, “When you look straight in her face, you see 

a simple, down-to-earth, working, typically Russian woman. But 

if you see her sideways — and I do, in the movie, show her in 

profile a lot — she looks like royalty. She looks aristocratic. And 

this duality intrigued me.” Zvyagintsev’s use of this duality, and 

Markina’s powerful and often wordless performance, imparts 

much of the film’s message. As Elena travels through Moscow, the 

capital diminishing from grandeur to decay the further out she 

gets, she is often shot from the side. Her profile, distinguished and 

austere, contrasts with the increasingly dilapidated environment. In 

conversation with her husband, or his daughter, she is often shot 

face on, her honest appearance betraying a vulnerability in the face 

of their confidence. 

Despite the vast divide between these two worlds, it is made 

evident that money is the guiding principle in both. One side is 

guided by desperation, and the other is corrupted by excess. There 

is an interesting parallel between Katya, Vladmir’s daughter, and 

Sergei, Elena’s son. Katya is described by her father as a hedonist 

who lives off her father’s money. She herself admits that she 

habitually abuses substances, even if only now on the weekend. 

Sergei is presented as lazy, with a simmering alcohol problem. 

Their vices place them in parallel, but in society’s eyes, and 

certainly Vladimir’s, Katya is allowed her transgression because of 

her wealth and class. To Sergei, he shows minimal sympathy. 

Many critics have suggested that Elena is a film teeming with 

unsympathetic characters. Roger Ebert stated that the film 

“concludes on a note that would distinguish a film noir, although 

many noirs end on notes of poetic justice, and there is no poetry 

in Elena, and no one deserving justice.” Perhaps it is true that there 

is little hope left for the adult characters. Elena is left to live a life 

of guilt. Sergei seems set in his ways. Sasha, his son, is violent and 

apathetic. Sasha’s final appearance in the film shows him spitting 

off Elena’s balcony, his face still bruised from a recent fight. Unlike 

the view of gangs and delinquents from the balcony in the suburbs, 

in Moscow’s centre he overlooks wealthy children playing sport. 

The film, shortly after, ends on the image of Elena’s baby grandson, 

sleeping on Vladimir’s death bed. It becomes apparent whose 

company this baby will grow up in. Finally, it becomes obvious who 

she damned herself in order to save.
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Directed by comedic powerhouse Eldar Ryazanov, Office 
Romance was and remains one of the most domestically 
popular Soviet films. Released in 1977 to widespread 
acclaim, the film serves as proof of Ryazanov’s famous 
statement: “Where there is humour, there is truth”. Set in 
Moscow, Office Romance presents the unlikely love story 
of a shy male employee, Anatoly, and his overbearing 
female boss, Lydmila Kalugina, whose professional and 
personal interactions gradually align against the odds. 

Ryazanov is perhaps the most important Soviet 
filmmaker to go underappreciated in the West. Not 
because of his grand theoretical innovations, like his 
silent-era predecessors; nor for his spiritual rigour, like 
his contemporary Tarkovsky. Ryazanov instead set the 
tone for mainstream cinema during the period in which 
Soviet film finally developed a robust, popular consumer 
culture. Brezhnev’s “Stagnation” is remembered today 
as a period of grey monotony and receding idealism, but 
in material terms it marked perhaps the first extended 
period of stability and comfort in Soviet history. This was 
the period when cinema attendance – and TV ownership 
– climbed to new heights, and Ryazanov’s gentle but 
astute comedies provided the perfect commentary. 

He was a genuine box office sensation in this period. 
Office Romance followed two years after the release of 
Ryazanov’s iconic The Irony of Fate, which also starred 
the nebbish, endearing Andrei Myagkov as the male 
lead. That film had been made for television, to be 
screened on New Year’s Day; another sign of the director 
making the most of this new avenue in viewers’ hearts 
and minds. That film, about a man and woman brought 
together on New Year’s Eve by a series of drunken 
misunderstandings, poked gentle fun at the uniformity of 
Soviet social housing – a sign of Ryazanov’s keen social 
conscience, if not any great appetite for dissidence. 
In the words of scholar Natalya Chernyshova, “what 
makes many films of the Brezhnev era so interesting is 

precisely the fact that, instead of simply parroting official 
propaganda, they provide evidence of the complexities 
of the cultural intelligentsia’s own relationship with 
consumption.” Ryazanov himself argued that art was 
to “help people understand morally complex situations, 
to see what is good and what is bad. Art must, I think, 
preach high morals, but it should do so unobtrusively.”

Likewise, there is more to Office Romance than its title 
lets on. True to Ryazanov’s principles, the film presents 
a realistic image of everyday life. The petty grievances 
of normal people are treated with sincerity. Myagkov’s 
Anatoly struggles to bring up his sons as a single 
parent; his colleague and friend Olga is desperately but 
unrequitedly in love with their senior colleague Yuri, 
recently returned from the West. One of Lyudmila’s co-
workers spends her whole time pestering colleagues for 
money for birthdays and retirements – one morning, she 
commemorates the death of a colleague who walks in 
the door the next minute. 

While hardly a pioneer in this regard, Ryazanov also 
demonstrates a sensitivity towards his female characters 
that Western romantic comedies often fail to grasp. 
While her female employees, all stylishly dressed and 
their hair well set, devote time at their desks to applying 
and perfecting their makeup, Lydmila walks into the 
office early with her scrubbed face and traditionally 
masculine boy-cut. There is a marked contrast between 
the boss, who wears ill-fitting suits, and her secretary, 
who, while she would earn much less, dresses in stylish 
Western clothes bought on the black market. As the film 
develops, it becomes apparent that Lydmila’s persona to 
the outside world is a shell in which she hides in order to 
protect herself. Her relationship with Anatoly seems to 
give her the confidence to change this persona, accept 
her feelings, and become comfortable with her emotions 
as opposed to suppressing them. Ryazanov’s unobtrusive 
genius is slowly but surely given full flight in this gem. 
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Alexei German’s long career only saw him direct five solo 

features: Trial on the Road (1971), Twenty Days without War 

(1976), My Friend Ivan Lapshin (1984), Khrustalyov, My Car! 

(1998), and Hard to be a God (2015). Hindered at first by 

official disapproval, and then simply by the fastidiousness 

of his own gruelling approach, each of his films is a minor 

miracle of sorts, a victory for creative intent. That being said, 

immersing oneself in the disorientating, cacophonous world 

of his first post-Soviet masterpiece does not exactly feel like 

a blessing – until one is safely out the other side. 

German had already made his name with a series of 

reconstructions of Stalinist Russia in his first three films 

before the fall of the Soviet Union freed him to direct, finally, 

on his own terms. Khrustalyov is thus German’s definitive 

reckoning with the world of his father, Socialist Realist 

author Yuri German; his exorcism of the still-lingering ghost 

of Stalin; as well as his middle finger salute to the sum total 

of the twentieth century’s various social insanities. It is a 

film that could only have been made in post-Soviet Russia, 

but which depends for its effect on a lived-in sense of the 

preceding decades and the psychological toll they had 

inflicted. A significant number of high-profile films from 

the 1980s and 1990s are engaged in the same project of 

relitigating the lost idealism of the Stalinist childhood: My 

Friend Ivan Lapshin, Repentance (Tengiz Abuladze, 1984), 

Burnt by the Sun (Nikita Mikhalkov, 1994), The Thief (Pavel 

Chukhrai, 1997). But none have German’s hallucinatory 

clarity. 

Trial on the Road and Twenty Days are set during the 

Second World War, My Friend Ivan Lapshin in the mid-

thirties on the eve of the Great Terror. Khrustalyov, though, 

takes place in the days leading up to Stalin’s death in 1953. 

German liked narratives set at historical turning points, and 

here he conjures up a society on the verge of total emotional 

collapse. The paranoia and openly ruthless ambition of the 

time is reflected in the film’s oblique references to the so-

called Doctors’ Plot – an anti-Semitic purge of Soviet high 

society premised on the absurd conspiracy that Jewish 

doctors were planning to assassinate Stalin. In one of 

German’s many dark comic ironies, our protagonist, Klensky, 

is in fact released from prison in order to save the afflicted 

Great Leader. He fails. 

German’s sense of history is a complicated one; he directs 

with an uncanny sensitivity towards the ways in which 

memory and narrative intersect and mutate one another. 

He was famous for his incredibly strict approach to 

production design, insisting on period accuracy costumes 

and settings to the point of mania. But he would then shoot 

his meticulously arranged historical tableaux askew, in 

long, meandering takes that drift in and out the supposed 

“action”. German cast against type, switched primary and 

secondary characters around mid-narrative, and unsettled 

the distinction between foreground and background, main 

action and subplot — what Anton Dolin calls his “baffling 

egalitarianism”. Baffling is indeed the word, and viewers 

may struggle at first to discern what we would usually call 

the “plot” in his films, Khrustalyov in particular. But that is 

very much the point of his historical rabbit holes. As the 

director himself said, “I always liked making the background. 

[State censors] even wrote about me… that I present 

the background as if it were the real cinema. But that 

background is indeed the most important; it is life itself.’”

The film ends with Klensky disappearing into the distance, 

carried away from the viewer by a train to nowhere-in-

particular, totally and utterly denuded of his belief in even 

the pretense of Soviet idealism. All of German’s films are 

about the forestalling of the future, and Khrustalyov is his 

most devastating. Even the death of Stalin cannot redeem 

matters. “That lost Soviet future is recaptured by German 

as an homage en arrière to the verdancy, ignorance, and 

naivete of the fathers,” writes the scholar Nancy Condee, 

“[a naivete which is] no longer available to German’s 

contemporary audience, for whom a grasp of the past is the 

only compensation.”
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The post-Stalin “Thaw” of the late-50s to mid-60s was one of three great 

blossomings of relative creative freedom in Soviet cinema, following on 

from the 1920s and preceding the perestroika years. Many of the country’s 

greatest ever films were produced and released in this period — but it still 

offered only partial, mediated, and abrogated possibilities to directors. 

In that sense, Marlen Khutsiev’s I Am Twenty is the quintessential Thaw 

film, blending excitement and disillusionment, questioning authority and 

inheritance clinging to the certainties of the past. It marked the maturation of 

one of the true auteurs of the Soviet years, and simultaneously the point at 

which his career took a turn towards creative malaise.

Like so many Soviet classics, I Am Twenty is about the war – not the glory, 

though, and not quite the tragedy. Khutsiev is concerned instead with the 

trauma, with the long process of reckoning. The characters in Khutsiev’s 

film are the fatherless children of the heroes of earlier militaristic epics. 

By immersing us in the lives of the first generation to come of age after 

both the conflict and, crucially, the death of Stalin, Khutsiev captures the 

peculiar sensibility of the 1960s, in which a world built on great personal and 

collective sacrifice has descended into moral confusion. Khutsiev himself 

tried to enlist, but was turned down due to poor health. As he himself put it, 

by being deemed unfit for service, he “took on a lifelong debt.”

 

Khutsiev frequently encountered the scorn of official rhetoric that was still 

decidedly martial, even as the existential threat of the war rapidly faded. In 

a foreshadowing of the treatment meted out to I Am Twenty, his 1958 film 

Two Fyodors, another Thaw classic, was attacked by the influential critic 

Yakov Varshavsky for failing to furnish the “moral armaments” needed to 

conquer the “fronts” of life. In this determinedly pessimistic reading, the 

dissolute lifestyle afforded Twenty’s trio of male protagonists, Sergei, Slava, 

and Kolya — playing football, dancing to jazz and rock-and-roll, chasing girls, 

pontificating on park benches — was a sign of the threat of Western-styled 

individualist decadence.

When he began working on the film, then called Ilych’s Gate, in 1960, 

the 35-year-old Khutsiev sought out Gennady Shpalikov, a 23-year-

old poet, to collaborate on the script. Shpalikov, who would later work 

with a number of luminaries and direct a single film of his own, brought 

authentic looseness and wit to the 3-hour original cut. Margarita Pilikhina’s 

innovative cinematography swoops in and out of the details of life lived at 

street level, a prime example of the Thaw style that came to be known as 

“documentaryness”, informed by Italian neo-realism and French cinema 

vérité. Many of the street scenes in this and other Khutsiev films are 

unstaged, captured by Pilikhina on hidden, hand-held cameras.

The “lifelong debt” of the war casts a long shadow, though. In the second 

half of the film, the boisterous, dynamic world of the three friends is overrun 

by internal tensions. The gap between ideals and reality starts to gnaw as 

Sergei. In the original cut of Ilych’s Gate, Sergei is visited by the ghost of his 

war casualty father, who confesses that he now cannot advise his son on how 

to live his life — after all, he was killed in combat at the age of 21, younger 

than Sergei is now.

This scene of communion, and its explicit staging of the broken line of 

authority running through the heart of modern Soviet society, represented a 

step too far from Khutsiev and Shpalikov. The duo had enjoyed the support 

of the Minister of Culture, Ekaterina Furtseva, but Khrushchev, an anti-

modernist at heart, saw the director’s cut in 1961 and hated it. In March 1963, 

he invited 600 artists and writers to the Kremlin and singled out Khutsiev’s 

film was singled in a speech later made public: “Do you want us to believe 

in the truthfulness of this episode? Everyone knows that even animals don’t 

abandon their young [...] These characters are not the sort of people society 

can rely upon. They are not fighters, not remakers of the world. They are 

morally sick people [...] The filmmakers think that young people ought to 

decide for themselves how to live, without asking their elders for counsel 

and help...” Ilych’s Gate was shortened to 90 minutes, recut with reshot and 

rewritten scenes, and finally released in 1965 as I Am Twenty. This version 

sees Sergei’s father reassure, rather than “abandon” his distraught son. The 

version of the film on Klassiki bears that later title, but is not the censored 

version; it is a third version altogether, reconstituted by Khutsiev in the 1980s 

using a mix of the old and new footage. 

Khutsiev had staged the post-war generational rift at the point when it was 

most pointed, before the drift into 70s stagnation. The ghost is an obvious 

echo of Hamlet — “time is out of joint,” as Shakespeare put it, when fathers 

are younger than sons — but unlike the Danish prince, Sergei isn’t burdened 

with murderous purpose by the encounter. His tragedy is to believe in the 

promise of the Soviet state, but to have no way to prove himself worthy of 

his inheritance. All he has is his youth. 
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Sergei Livnev is one of the great what-ifs of recent Russian 

cinema. Part of the last generation of Soviet filmmakers, 

intimately involved in some of the most famous successes of 

the perestroika era, and armed with a sharp critical eye, in his 

various guises as screenwriter, director, producer, and studio 

head Livnev could have been one of the most influential 

figures in the first years of post-Soviet film. However, he has 

to date directed just three feature films, with the most recent, 

2018’s Van Goghs, arriving 24 years after his mid-90s cult 

classic, Hammer and Sickle. 

The scion of a family steeped in filmmaking history, the young 

Livnev was a contemporary of the likes of Sergei Solovyov, 

whose perestroika hit Assa he wrote the screenplay for in the 

same year that he graduated from the Moscow Film School. 

This was to prove the early high water mark of a career 

defined by and against the complete collapse of Russian 

film production in the ‘90s. It is hard to overstate the degree 

to which the once-thriving culture of film production and 

cinema attendance in Russia was destroyed by the economic 

crises of the shock doctrine ‘90s. Film production became 

a money laundering vehicle; the influx of foreign imports 

drained domestic profits; distribution networks floundered 

and cinemas fell into disrepair. Audiences nostalgic for the 

stability of the past watched old Mosfilm reruns on TV while 

new film production dried to a trickle. 

At the nadir of this crisis, from 1995 to ‘98, Livnev worked 

as head of the Gorky Film Studio, which had been perhaps 

the third most-prestigious in the Soviet Union. Assessing the 

gravity of the situation, Livnev planned to turn the studio 

into a production line for stylish, low-budget genre films that 

would offer a lifeline to budding auteurs. The plan failed, and 

Livnev left for America in 1999, having declared Russian film 

dead. He and his comrades likely knew what they were doing, 

though – one of the new films that he did help finance in this 

period was Alexei Balabanov’s Brother, unquestionably the 

defining film of the decade.

In the middle of all this chaos came Hammer and Sickle, a 

tantalising taste of the kind of cinema that Livnev wanted to 

patronise and to create in the rubble of the Soviet system: 

lovingly stylised, daringly postmodern, witty and cynical. The 

film is a Baudrillardian fever dream that pours petrol on the 

flames of Soviet iconography. In the mid-1930s, female tractor 

driver Evdokia Kuznetsova undergoes an experimental 

operation and is transformed into the model New Soviet Man, 

Evdokim Kuznetsov. Evdokim becomes a Stakhanovite hero 

of labour, and is set up romantically with agricultural labourer 

Elizaveta — the two of them ultimately becoming the models 

for the Vera Mukhina’s iconic Worker and Collective Farm 

Girl statue in Moscow (itself featured in the Mosfilm logo). 

Ultimately, Evdokim is deranged by a series of encounters 

with people from his past life, rebels against his own 

constructed identity, and ultimately confronts Stalin himself. 

He is shot, paralysed, and turned into a museum exhibit, 

finally reduced in the purest sense to an artefact of state 

cultural production. 

The film builds up layers of irreality one on the other: 

photographs, newsreels, monuments depict the denaturing 

impulse of Stalinism as so total that any notion of authenticity 

is removed. The scholar Susan Larsen has written that 

“Evdokim and Elizaveta [are] transformed into spectators of 

their own lives. These characters don’t have identities — they 

have likenesses.” It is fitting that Hammer and Sickle was 

released the same year as Nikita Mikhalkov’s Oscar-winning 

melodrama Burnt by the Sun: both films grapple with the 

Stalinist past, but where Mikhalkov indulges in melodramatic 

nostalgia for a lost childhood idealism, Livnev delights in 

postmodern parody. There is a freedom – from regret, from 

retrospection – to Livnev’s film that suggests something of 

the abandon and abandonment of the period in which it was 

made. Like the unwitting Evdokim, it stands as an avatar of 

something that might have been, but couldn’t be maintained. 
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The first few years of the 1930s represent one of the great turning 

points in Soviet film history, alongside the Thaw that followed Stalin’s 

death, and the tumultuous years of perestroika and communist 

collapse. By sheer historical chance, the arrival of sound to Soviet 

cinema at this time coincided almost exactly with the decline of the 

silent-era avant-garde and the rise of Stalinism in film. Filmmakers 

attempting to work in the first half of the decade were thus forced 

to navigate enormous technical and ideological shifts at once. But 

this was also a window of opportunity; for a brief period before 

the edicts of Socialist Realism were properly established, directors 

could imagine a different kind of Soviet cinema, neither avant-garde 

nor stolidly state-sanctioned. Alongside Kozintsev and Trauberg’s 

Alone (also 1933), Boris Barnet’s Outskirts is perhaps the most finely 

preserved time capsule from this strange, suspended moment in film 

history. 

Barnet is often cited as the “path not taken” of early Soviet cinema. 

He had worked superlatively in the silent era, acting in Kuleshov’s 

hugely influential Extraordinary Adventures of Mr West in the 

Land of the Bolsheviks (1924) and directing sparkling comedies 

of everyday life like The Girl with the Hatbox (1927, also available 

on Klassiki) and The House on Trubnaya (1928). His was a lyrical 

voice, sympathetic to the anxieties of ordinary people faced with 

revolutionary upheaval. In Outskirts and the remarkable romance By 

the Bluest of Seas (1936), Barnet’s lyricism came into its own. 

In order to appreciate the quiet radicalism of Outskirts, it is 

important to appreciate the extent to which the montage theories 

of the likes of Eisenstein and Pudovkin had dominated discourse in 

the 1920s, as well as the reasons for their decline in the new decade. 

The iconoclasm and dynamism of those silent greats sat uneasily 

with a state in pursuit of stability and consolidation. The protagonist 

of Eisenstein’s silent classics was the crowd, the mass; he cast 

according to type, rather than creating “real” characters. By the 

early ‘30s, this was seen, crudely put, as too intellectual. One critic 

famously called for a “cinema of socialist feelings” rather than one of 

“abstractions”. Another wanted to see “the Communist individual” on 

screen: “living person, with blood and nerves, feelings and intellect”.

This is precisely what Barnet provides in Outskirts. The film is set 

during the First World War, and ends as the Revolution breaks out 

in 1917. The setting is a provincial town where Pyotr Ivanovich and 

his two sons, Nikolai and Semen, are employed in a shoe-making 

workshop. Their community is torn apart by the war before unifying 

again around the revolutionary cause. But if this is a war film, it is 

of a very particular kind, with a particular model of heroism. Barnet 

uses the marginality of the setting to show this war of imperial 

powers is an alienating phenomenon for working people, who are 

forced to fight for a cause that is not theirs. Throughout Outskirts, 

the war is shown in terms of its impacts on real people, not its 

abstract meanings. Indeed, the film emphasises war’s absolute lack 

of meaning for the ordinary men on both sides who are forced to 

fight — before, in a clear presaging of later Socialist Realist dogma, 

suggesting that meaning ultimately derives from collective labour 

and struggle. 

Barnet’s attention is thus to the lived experience of ordinariness, 

rejecting the grand narratives of History. It both predicts the 

concerns of full-blown Stalinist film, while also suggesting another 

path that Soviet cinema could have taken. According to critic Mikhail 

Bleiman, the film offered “a formalism of the living human being”. 

Barnet achieves this through a careful modulation through the 

techniques of silent-era physical comedy; a tentative but hugely 

innovative application of sound (much of the film revolves around 

slippages in translation between German and Russian speech in 

a way that draws attention to the technological advances being 

tested before our eyes and ears); and a melodramatic romance 

narrative between a German prisoner and a young Russian woman 

that demonstrates a remarkable tenderness and empathy. Barnet’s 

message of international workers’ solidarity would soon be out 

of place in the increasingly militaristic 1930s, and a sympathetic 

German character would be hard to find on Soviet screens within a 

few years. But here, in 1933, there is still room for a simple labourer 

like Pyotr Ivanovich to stand up to the vengeful villagers eager to 

lynch the foreigner in their midst and ask: “What does it matter that 

he’s a German? He’s a shoemaker like you.”
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One of a handful of Russian films from the mid-
’90s to make a real impact in the Anglophone 
world – it was nominated for Oscars and Golden 
Globes – Pavel Chukhrai’s The Thief explores with 
both sensitivity and grit questions of lineage and 
inheritance, fatherhood and fidelity. Set in 1952, in 
a Soviet Union devastated by the war and on the 
verge of losing its patriarch in Stalin, Thief maps 
out the complex dynamics of resentment, guilt, 
and attraction that arise when professional criminal 
Tolyan insinuates himself into the family of war 
widow Katya and her 6-year-old son, Sanya.  

For fans of classic Soviet cinema, these thematic 
concerns are no doubt deepened by the extra-
filmic associations that are inevitably drawn with 
Pavel’s own father, Grigory. Chukhrai Sr was one of 
the directors most closely associated with the Thaw 
in Soviet film; his 1959 drama Ballad of a Soldier 
is one of the most beloved of all time and was 
instrumental in establishing new models of Soviet 
heroism onscreen in the post-Stalin era. Following 
a young soldier over the course of a few days’ leave 
from the front, Ballad celebrates the purity and 
sincerity of Soviet youth rather than extolling the 
militaristic virtues of the Stalin era. It transfigures 
the sacrifices of the war – we learn in the opening 
scene that our protagonist will not survive – into 
something altogether wholesome. 

It is hard not to watch Chukhrai Jr’s work and 
to see the parallels, the echoes, and the ironic 
inversions that he draws out in relation to his 
father’s work. Pavel suggests that the optimism of 
Ballad of a Soldier is misplaced, choosing to dwell 
in the Hobbesian muck of post-war society, an 
unforgiving arena that demands survival instincts 
above all else. Both films feature long train journeys, 
but where Grigory’s hero serendipitously meets his 

sweetheart while riding the rails, it is in third class 
where Katya and Sanya are first intruded upon by 
the duplicitous Tolyan. 

Perhaps most tellingly, both films feature fatherless 
families. Absent, surrogate, or otherwise flawed 
fathers recurred throughout Russian film of 
the ‘80s and ‘90s, and Chukhrai’s film is one of 
a number that focus in particular on Stalinist 
father-son relationships: My Friend Ivan Lapshin 
(1984) and Khrustalyov, My Car! (1998) by Alexei 
German, Repentance (1984) by Tengiz Abuladze, 
Burnt by the Sun (1994) by Nikita Mikhalkov. The 
disappearance of the paternalistic Soviet state, 
whether celebrated or mourned, left a psychic 
gap that filmmakers addressed again and again, 
often through a relitigation of the Stalinist cult of 
personality. Tolyan’s tattoo of Stalin becomes a 
doubly symbolic icon, representative of a paternal 
pressure that is experienced by Sanya as both 
intrusion and also comfort. Tolyan may be a crook, 
but he is present; Sanya’s real father is a ghost, an 
ideal, a dead hero who is unable to lead his son into 
the promised land of peacetime. 

Burdened with two equally unsustainable models 
of fatherhood, the only possible outcome for 
young Sanya is disillusionment. In recreating the 
years of his own youth – like Sanya, he was born in 
1946 – Chukhrai works through the paradoxes of 
post-Soviet masculinity while avoiding the trap of 
sentimentality. Whether his film can be considered 
a rebuke to his own father’s most famous work 
or not, The Thief demonstrates that the lessons 
learned by the post-war Soviet generations were 
put to good use when it came time for them to 
forge their own cinematic legacy. 
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Set to uplifting contemporary tunes and offering up a 
distinctly early-2000s take on young love and working 
life in the big city, Oksana Bychkova’s Piter FM now 
seems like a time capsule from a more carefree time 
in Russian culture. This is a comedy based around two 
millennial St Petersburg residents: Masha Yemelyanova, 
a radio jockey getting ready for her wedding; and 
Maxim Vasilyev, a young architect who has recently 
won an international competition and is about to move 
to Berlin. The film was the debut feature of Oksana 
Bychkova, who would go on to garner more indie 
festival credibility for Another Year (2014), a tender and 
naturalistic portrait of big city romance. Even in this 
more populist early guise, however, the director shows 
no little sensitivity and charm.

As the title makes clear, Piter FM is one of those films 
for which the cliché that the “city is a character in 
itself” was made (“Piter” is the affectionate nickname 
that residents give Petersburg). Russia’s second city 
and former imperial capital is here reimagined in 
whip pans, heavily filtered transitions, crowd shots, 
and funky musical cues; a world of rooftop cigarette 
breaks and canal-side strolls – and suspiciously, almost 
unbelievably good weather. In 2006, Petersburg was on 
the turn, slowly but surely moving through the gears of 
gentrification after the deprivations of the ‘90s, on its 
way to becoming the overtly cool northern capital it is 
today. Like its characters, Piter in Piter FM is caught at a 
moment of transition.

This is a romantic comedy without much in the way of 
outright romance, premised on a meet-cute that never 
quite materialises. Masha and Maxim share eye contact 
while waiting at a set of traffic lights, seemingly bound 
by fate; Masha drops her phone, and Masha picks it up. 
They arrange to meet later so he can return the phone 
to her. When she arrives, he has already left, having 
passed and caught her eye again on an escalator. They 

talk that evening, arranging another meeting. That falls 
through too. And so on, with the point of the narrative 
very much being to circle around a series of quarter-life 
crises without ever running ahead of itself. Masha and 
Maxim pass each other frequently or are in the same 
place without noticing, underscoring the old adage that 
there is no lonelier place than the urban crowd. In one 
famous scene, the two talk on the phone as Maxim sits 
on the edge of a bridge that turns out to face Masha’s 
apartment building. 

Moving on, taking the next step, departing: the film 
leans into these dilemmas. Should Masha relinquish 
control of her life to this man for the sake of 
matrimony? Should Maxim leave his hometown for the 
uncertain delights of Berlin? As the film follows the pair, 
we become ever more aware of their similarities without 
their romantic compatibility being shoved down our 
throats. 

Masha’s interactions with her fiance are certainly lacking 
in romance. “What am I guilty of this time?” she asks 
after arriving late to a date; he later transpires to be a 
controlling and dismissive partner. The chain-smoking 
Maxim has himself just been through a break-up, an 
awkward, almost silent, yet intimate conversation with 
his ex suggesting that he has not successfully moved 
on. As Maxim traverses Petersburg, it seems nostalgic. 
He takes pictures of a building. His accommodation 
was linked to his job on the side as a street cleaner. 
He needs to clear the apartment before he leaves, 
resulting in confrontation with the landlord. The police 
get involved, and Masha, pretending to be his girlfriend, 
helps to bail him out. After one bad day at work too 
many, Masha calls the wedding off. Maxim decides to 
stay in St Petersburg. Bychkova thus squares the circle, 
celebrating stasis and comfort, but also independence 
of spirit and spontaneity. 
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The Scarlet Flower is a 1952 Soviet adaptation of a 
story by the same name by Sergei Aksakov – itself 
like many other Soviet fairy tales, an adaptation of a 
Western classic, in this case Barbot de Villeneuve’s 
Beauty and the Beast. As was often the case, the 
original plot was altered in the process of adaptation, 
in order perhaps to emphasise for communist 
audiences the anti-materialistic credentials of the 
central character, young Nastenka. Before going on 
an overseas journey, a merchant father asks his three 
daughters what they would like him to bring back for 
them. The eldest asks for a golden tiara, the middle 
asks for a magic mirror in which her face would always 
appear young; Nastenka, in contrast, asks her father to 
bring her a beautiful scarlet flower which she has seen 
in her dreams. Unbeknownst to her, however, the flower 
belongs to a horrible beast. 

In the ‘50s, Lev Atamanov was focused on creating 
epic national fairytales with fully-fledged characters 
reminiscent of Disney films. The exquisite animation in 
The Scarlet Flower was created using the painstaking 
“rotoscoping” method. (The Soviets called this method 
“éclair” after the manufacturer of the animation 
equipment used in the procedure). Voice actors would 
be filmed as if in a live performance, with makeup and 
costume. Then, this film footage was transferred to 
celluloid and rendered into frame-by-frame drawings. 

The main roles in Atamanov’s film were played by some 
of the most famous theatre and film actors of the time. 
The merchant was played by Nikolay Bogolyubov, 
who had been a pupil of the Vsevolod Meyerhold. The 
monster was played by the great Mikhail Astangov, 
famous for having played Hitler in The Battle of 
Stalingrad, and who wore a pillow on his back to imitate 
a hump. Art director Leonid Shvartsman and his team 
of 11 animators worked day and night to retrace every 
single movement of the talented actors, and the results 

are as delightful today as they have ever been, aided 
by the smooth cutting of veteran animation editor Lidia 
Kyaksht. Nastenka’s song “At this time at home...” (V 
etu poru v rodimoi storonushke) was performed by 
the famous chamber singer Victoria Ivanova. She often 
sang for animations, most famously the refrain in The 
Little Mermaid.

Many of the state animation studio Soyuzmultfilm’s 
most beloved films were based on folklore from 
different countries: The Snow Queen and The 
Enchanted Boy draws on Hans Christian Andersen; 
The Bremen Town Musicians reimagines the Brothers 
Grimm; The Adventures of Mowgli is based on Rudyard 
Kipling’s Jungle Book. However, Soviet animators were 
rarely allowed to leave the country to do any character 
studies or background research; thus they relied 
primarily on the materials available at the Lenin Library 
in Moscow, which necessarily limited them to those 
materials that had made it through censorship. That 
the characters who emerge are so rich and engaging 
is testament to the particular magic of rotoscope 
animation in combination with acting brilliance. 

For some films, the animators were allowed to do 
research at locations within the Soviet Union. For 
example, The Snow Queen’s Nordic backdrops are 
based on the landscapes of Tallinn. The Scarlet Flower, 
on the other hand, took Villeneuve’s French fairytale 
and transported the action to medieval Moscow; the 
backdrop in the film includes shots of the city’s central 
Kitay-Gorod and Hitrovka districts as well as other 
famous Moscow streets. Artist Aleksandr Vinokurov 
recalled that he read half of the Lenin’s Library’s 
collection on architecture, botany, and oceanology 
when it came time to create the backdrops for the 
scenes of foreign lands.
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